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Abstract
The recent nationwide implementation of the Nationally Consistent Collection of Data on School
Students with Disability (NCCD) and its associated links to school resourcing has reinforced the
requirement for schools to consult with the parents of students with disability. This has led to an
increase in the number of family-school consultations in schools across Australia and an emerging
need to interrogate the quality of these discussions in terms of how the agency of all participants is
supported.

This study sought to capture the experiences of high school teachers, students with disability and
their parents in forming and sustaining collaborations in order to make “reasonable adjustments”
to achieve negotiated outcomes. Further, it explored the extent to which students with intellectual
disabilities, parents and teachers were able to participate – to exercise agency - within this socially
and culturally mediated planning process. To realise this purpose, a qualitative study using
multiple case studies was designed. The study drew on data gathered in semi-structured
interviews conducted with eight parents, two teachers and five students with disability at three
points in time over the course of two collaborative planning cycles. Research was conducted at
two Catholic high schools with three collaborative clusters situated in one high school and two in
the other. Each collaborative cluster consisted of a student with disability, a parent or parents of
that student and the teacher whose responsibility it was to translate agreed reasonable adjustments
and supports into a Personalised Plan. In the case of each collaborative cluster, the teacher was
the school’s Learning Support Coordinator. Interview sets were scheduled to follow collaborative
planning meetings (also known as Personalised Planning meetings) for the five students central to
the case studies with an additional interview set programmed at a mid-point between collaborative
planning meetings.

It was the central premise of this thesis that, in the context of personalised planning for students
with disability, increased agency related to increased investment by each stakeholder in the
resulting plan, particularly in the case of student participants. It was also contended that the
supported agency of the student at the centre of such collaborations contributed to the
development of self-determined behaviour and potentially a greater voice in collaborations that
determine adjustments aimed at enhancing access to the curriculum. Evidence contained in this
research demonstrated that students with disability made limited or highly-mediated contributions
in the context of Personalised Planning meetings unless intentional measures were taken to
support their agency. An example of such a measure was the My Support Plan Scaffold,
introduced to students prior to the second Personalised Planning meeting, providing students with
the opportunity to identify areas in which they felt they required additional support. The parents
in this study, who acted as proxies for their children, tended to demonstrate agency more
effectively when they felt comfortable and recognised as partners in family-school collaborations.
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Findings from this research revealed that the collaborative relationships between home and school
featured in the study were supported by regular communication outside formal Personalised
Planning meetings. Key collaborative decisions involved parents, Learning Support Coordinators
and, to a lesser degree, students with disability. Communication between home and school and
between Learning Support Coordinators and other teachers was, however, constrained by the
increasing demands on Learning Support Coordinators to take on expanding collaborative loads
against the backdrop of the NCCD.

In order to support effective collaborations between families

and schools mandated by the NCCD, this study provided a rationale for further research into the
development of practical strategies to support the agency of parents, teachers and students with
disability.

This research also supported the findings of previous studies, notably those of Wehmeyer and
Shogren, that the agency of students with disability needs to be developed and supported in both
formal and informal collaborative contexts. It is only when intentional steps are taken to foster the
involvement of students with disability, particularly, intellectual disability, in discussions about
the creation of adjustments that facilitate access to learning, that their voices can be heard.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
1.1

Overview

With strong legislative imperatives guiding the establishment inclusive practices in schools,
fortified by an overarching and continuing commitment to the UN Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), Australia should be on a firm trajectory towards making the
necessary “changes to culture, policy and practice” (United Nations, 2016, p.4) that would see
students with intellectual disability included in schools on the same basis as their peers. Yet there
remain obstacles to the translation of inclusive policy into inclusive practice, notably in the area of
collaborating with families of students with intellectual disability to create the necessary
individualised adjustments to facilitate inclusion (Strnadová & Cumming, 2014; Dally, Ralston,
Strnadová, Dempsey & Chambers, 2019; Shaddock, MacDonald, Hook, Giorcelli & Arthur-Kelly,
2009; Epstein, 2010; Emerson, Fear, Fox, S. & Sanders, E., 2012; Salazar, 2012).

In recent years the Nationally Consistent Collection of Data (NCCD) has mandated the practice of
consulting with families of students with disability but there has been little research into the
quality of collaborations between families and schools, particularly in regard to the equity of such
relationships and how the active participation (agency) of each collaborator is supported. This
study seeks to contribute to research into the experiences of agency by participants in
collaborations involving students with intellectual disability and their parents and teachers with a
view to informing practices that facilitate equity and intentionally support the student voice.

In the NSW Catholic schools sector, the collaborations involving teachers, students with disability,
parents and, at times, external professionals that are foundational to this research are called
Personalised Planning meetings. Contained in the Personalised Plans that are the products of
those meetings are details of the supports, adjustments and learning goals for individual students.
Negotiated adjustments are predicated on the concept of “reasonableness” as described in the
Disability Standards for Education 2005 (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006). This requires
schools to take actions that allow students with disability to participate “on the same basis” as
their peers while balancing the interests of all parties. In order to translate this intent into
meaningful academic supports and patterns of study for students with disability, teachers in NSW
are provided with explicit advice around collaborative curriculum planning including how and
when such planning should take place and what specific considerations might constitute the
substance of such planning (for example, the appropriateness of selecting outcomes from a lower
stage of learning or from Life Skills outcomes in a specific Key Learning Area) (NESA, 2019 c).

Educational sectors across Australia have been engaged in system-wide examination of how
schools consult with parents and students with disability since the 2015 Review of Disability
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Standards for Education 2005 (Urbis, 2015, Recommendation 7, p. IX). The review called for all
Australian governments to work towards improving “consultation practices with students or their
associates, including development of policies or procedures on personalised planning for students
with disability”. The compliance requirements of the NCCD serve to reinforce the role of parents
and students with disability in consultative processes (NCCD, 2019 c) and go as far as to situate
the primary consultation at the beginning of the annual consultation timeline.

This begs the question as to what the participants involved in this process understand by the term
“consultation” and how they interpret their capacity to act within consultative contexts (Schulte &
Osborne, 2003). Gutkin (1999) identifies that consultation can either be collaborative or coercive
with collaborative forms of consultation involving both consultant and consultee in joint decisionmaking and coercive forms defaulting to unilateral decision-making on the part of the consultant.
He asserts that while collaborative consultations involve participants equally in opportunities for
input, they do not necessarily “behave in the same ways and carry out the same functions” (p.
179). In the context of planning adjustments for students with disability, the character of
consultations between school personnel and families may vary from school to school, some
consultations erring on the more coercive end of the spectrum, while others being more
collaborative. The particular complexion of the consultations at the centre of this research will be
examined in research case studies.

In light of annual NCCD processes that mandate consultations in order to establish and review
adjustments for increasing numbers of students with disability, it is not only the nature of
consultations that deserves scrutiny but also their effectiveness in delivering positive outcomes
both for student learning and family-school relationships. Schools have been tasked with
determining how best to deal with the volume of consultations, who to draw into specific
consultations, how to triage consultations for students with a range of support needs and how to
track student progress and provide feedback to students, parents and colleagues. How schools are
managing the evolving consultative culture and the impact of large consultative caseloads on the
needs of specific students and families will be touched on in this study. The specific focus of this
study will be to identify the characteristics of collaborative consultations that enhance and sustain
the agency of participants.

1.2

Significance of the Study

This study will examine participants’ perceptions of their own agency and the agency of others in
the context of collaborative planning thus addressing a significant gap in the research. The weight
of current research around personalised planning for students with disability in regular Australian
high schools has applied the lens of the teacher, the educational leader or the educational system in
analysing this process. A handful of studies (Cologan, 2013; Ludicke & Kortman, 2010) have
taken a parent perspective, identifying significant institutional and cultural impediments to
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effective family-school collaborations. Additionally, despite a growing acceptance in schools of
the value of student-centred learning (Shaddock, MacDonald, Hook, Giorcelli & Arthur-Kelly,
2010 p. 57) and the burgeoning number of personalised planning meetings stimulated by the
NCCD, there is a dearth of Australian research on how the student voice is supported in
collaborations that purport to individualise adjustments to instruction, environment and additional
personnel support for students with intellectual disability. Input into collaborations by this
vulnerable cohort requires intentional programming and scaffolding (Cavendish & Connor, 2018;
Shogren, Wehmeyer, Palmer, Forber-Pratt, Little & Lopez, 2015) in order to develop the skills of
self-determination required in such contexts. With the NCCD now entrenched as part of the
Australian educational landscape, the need for larger research projects focussed on collaborative
practices, particularly those that support the student voice, is indicated.

1.3

The aim and research questions

The aim of this research is to examine the perspectives of students with disability, their parents
and teachers regarding their own agency in the context of family-school collaborations. The
collaborative experiences at the heart of this research are focussed on negotiating reasonable
adjustments to instruction, content, means of expression and the environment that would facilitate
access to learning and enhance opportunities to participate in the school environment for students
with disability. The research questions below were created to further the aim of the study.

Central Research question
How do individual participants in family-school collaborations exercise agency in the
design and implementation of reasonable adjustments for students with disabilities in high
schools?

Research sub-questions
How do educators influence outcomes, develop relationships and exercise agency in
family-school collaborations aimed at designing and implementing reasonable adjustments
for students with disability in high schools?

How do parents influence outcomes, develop relationships and exercise agency in familyschool collaborations aimed at designing and implementing reasonable adjustments for
students with disability in high schools?

How do students with disability participating in family-school collaborations exercise
agency in the design and implementation of reasonable adjustments?

How are barriers to collaboration (if present) identified and addressed?
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1.4

Personal background to the study

I am employed as a Professional Officer in Learning Support, working with teachers and Learning
Support Coordinators in Catholic high schools in the diocese in which the two research sites are
located. In carrying out my work, I am routinely called upon to provide advice about the types of
adjustments and supports required to address learning barriers for students with disability. On
occasions, I am invited to participate in school-initiated Personalised Planning meetings and it is
in these contexts that I have witnessed collaborative relationships ranging from those that could be
described as student-centred, inclusive and effective to those that would be best characterised as
strained and perfunctory. I have seen relationships between families and schools grow and
strengthen over time resulting in improved outcomes for students with disability and I have
watched other relationships whither due to poor communication and defensiveness, resulting in illfitting adjustments for students with disability. These experiences have cemented my belief in the
centrality of quality family-school collaborations in determining effective adjustments for students
with disability. It has also reinforced a thesis that collaborations that support the agency of all
participants, particularly the students, contribute to a key goal of high school education, namely,
self-determination.

1.5

Theoretical framework

This research is informed by Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory (1979), Mckenzie's
fluid conception of Intellectual Disability (2013), González, Moll and Amanti's Funds of
Knowledge Theory (2005) and Wehmeyer's Theories of Causal Agency and Self-determination
(2004, 2005, 2014). When these theories are used together, the resulting framework allows for an
holistic approach to working with children and young people with disability (Strnadová &
Cumming, 2015 ). Connections made between self-determined behaviour in individuals with
intellectual disability and quality of life presented by Strnadová and Evans (2012) were key to
positioning the concept of self-determination as central to this study. The combined approaches of
these academics provide a means via which the interactions and perspectives of students with
disability, their parents and their teachers can be analysed. Bronfrenbrenner's work (1979) is
beneficial as it casts light on how collaborations centred on students with disability are layered
experiences fed by the various environments to which the students belong. He describes a fluidity
not only between individual and environment but also between one environment and another,
proposing that the ecological environment is "a set of nested structures, each inside the next, like a
set of Russian dolls" (Bronfenbrenner, 1979. p. 3). These observations have particular
significance for children with disability whose development is often “nested” in many more
settings – familial, community-based and institutional – than their non-disabled peers.

Mckenzie's (2013) research builds on this ecological approach, attributing significance to the
various social contexts encountered by individuals with intellectual disability and theorising that
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It is the recognition of belonging and social inclusion that renders impairment a dynamic
entity in continual interplay with enabling or disabling environments (p. 378).

It follows that collaborative relationships such as those upon which this research is based can be
viewed as contributing to the construction of either enabling or disabling environments for the
student participants. This premise will be explored in more detail in the Literature Review.

González, Moll and Amanti (2005) conceptualise the households of children as "repositories of
knowledge"(p. 25) which can be drawn upon by teachers and others in the community to inform
and improve practices of inclusivity. Further, these researchers recognise the potential for "the
classroom to become another node in an information exchange system that encompasses multiple
bodies of knowledge" (p. 26). Theoretically, as respectful collaborative practices between families
and schools become more authentically geared to the common aim of student learning progress,
both environments are transformed. While the transformative potential of interactions between
families and schools will not be interrogated in this study, the extent to which teachers and parents
view each other as funds of knowledge will be examined.

As the concept of agency is integral to this research, the theories of self-determination and causal
agency posited by Wehmeyer and various collaborators (2004, 2005, 2014) is foundational to
discussions and analysis related to student voice. Wehmeyer contends that individuals with
disability, including those with severe intellectual disability, can and must be causal agents in their
own lives. He asserts that enhanced self-determination (defined as ‘‘volitional actions that enable
one to act as the primary causal agent in one’s life and to maintain or improve one’s quality of
life’’ (Wehmeyer, 2005, p. 117)) contributes to improved life outcomes for people with disability.
This does not exclude the need for key proxies to be involved in an individual's progress towards
self-determination, “more often, [they] wish to share control with those whom [they] trust”
Wehmeyer and Abery, 2013, p. 405).

Students with disability may not always possess the language skills, cognitive ability or
confidence to express their agency in the context of collaborative planning meetings yet their
views, or, at least, representations of those views expressed through their associates, are deemed
intrinsic to the process of determining “reasonable of adjustments”. How the agency of students
and other participants within the context of family-school collaborations is mediated is addressed
in this study.

1.6

Research Plan

The design for this research was qualitative and was composed of multiple case studies. The case
study method was used because it afforded the means to collect and collate rich data about each
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collaborator's participation in collaborative planning meetings from multiple perspectives, the
student's, the parent's and the teacher's. The five Case Studies were centred around each of the
five student participants. First, the data for each individual case study was analysed to present a
rich picture of the agentic experience of the participants in that collaborative cluster and then cases
were compared in cross–case analysis to gain an understanding of factors that support and hinder
participant agency.

A central qualitative research instrument, the semi-structured interview, was used because of the
scope it provides to explore "complex issues for which there is little known [in order] to gain new
insights and a deep understanding of the [individuals who have] experience of the phenomena”
(Smith, Becker and Cheater, 2011 p. 50). The complex issue at the heart of this research is the
notion of agency and how individuals, including students with intellectual disability, perceive their
own agency in collaborative contexts. It is a subject that has been under-researched due to the
challenges in gathering data from vulnerable subjects who find it difficult to comprehend and
articulate complex ideas (Brewster, 2004; Lloyd, Gatherer & Kalsey, 2006). The semi-structured
interview constitutes a flexible vehicle for facilitating open-ended responses and for allowing the
researcher to direct, explain and clarify in order to harvest the rich data required for analysis.
Opportunities for direction, explanation and clarification were essential when collecting data from
students who routinely experience comprehension difficulties or anxiety. As a research tool, semistructured interviews demanded a cautious approach on the part of the researcher in order to avoid
tainting responses with researcher bias.

Parent, student and teacher participants were interviewed three times over the course of each
student's collaborative planning cycle. The three interview sets were scheduled after two
Personalised Planning meetings (formal family-school collaborations) and at a mid-point between
the two meetings. The purpose of the Personalised Planning meetings was to negotiate
individualised adjustments and supports for students with disability to be formalised in a
Personalised Plan and communicated to teachers and support staff. Seed interview questions were
designed to elicit responses about how each participant viewed the collaborative experience and
perceived their agency in the collaborative context.

There are no system-mandated, student-focused scaffolds or supports to encourage the
participation of students with intellectual disability in their own Personalised Planning meetings.
As part of this research, a visual scaffold, My Support Plan, (Appendix 8) was introduced to
students ahead of their second personalised planning meeting in order to capture their ideas and
opinions.

1.6.1

Research Elements

While this study is conducted exclusively in Catholic sector schools it is relevant to note that
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Catholic schools are subject to the same educational and legal obligations as their state and
independent sector counterparts. Catholic schools across Australia educate one in five school age
students (NCEC, 2020) making the Catholic sector the largest provider of education outside the
government sector. In NSW, religious and cultural characteristics contribute to the identity of
Catholic schools, however strict educational compliance guidelines and state legislation
(Education Act 1990) ensure that educational standards and practices in Catholic schools align
with government and independent schools. Operationally, there are more similarities between
Catholic and non-Catholic high schools than there are differences. This being the case, the two
high schools that are the sites for this research can be described as representative of other high
schools across NSW, thus the findings generated from this study have a high degree of relevance
to all school sectors.

The high schools are situated in regional NSW. One of the schools draws enrolments from a
suburban metropolitan area while the other has a mixed suburban/rural demographic. The sites
were selected because of their accessibility and convenience. The researcher regularly provides
professional support to teachers working in the two schools. The characteristics of the student
populations of these two schools are explored in greater depth in the Methodology chapter of this
thesis.

The participants in the collaborations central to this research are: two teachers (more specifically,
Learning Support Coordinators), five high school students with intellectual disability and the
parents of each of the five students.

The Learning Support Coordinators
While both had been teaching for over twenty years, the two Learning Support Coordinators who
participated in this research had contrasting qualifications and teaching experience. One (Mrs S)
had a teaching background in high school Mathematics who had become drawn to the learning
support role because of her interest in making adjustments for students with disability in her
classes. She held no post-graduate in special or inclusive education but had accrued a portfolio of
practical professional learning experiences designed to assist students with disability access the
curriculum. The other teacher (Mrs W) undertook undergraduate training in primary education.
She held a Master of Special Education and had worked in both primary and secondary settings in
middle leader roles in learning support.

Families (Students and their Parents)
The five students who were the subjects of case studies in this research have intellectual disability.
They have a range of capacities, credentials and life experiences that contributed to individual
collaborative dispositions.

The families of the students in this study came from working to middle class socio-economic
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backgrounds with diverse levels of academic attainment. Each of the families were different in
terms of composition – from a single custodial parent and one child (in the case of Alecia’s family)
to two parents with five children (in the case of Crystal’s family). Four of the five mothers fully
participated in the research and therefore they are regarded as the principal parent collaborators in
Personalised Planning meetings to determine levels and types of adjustments for their children.
Three fathers attended initial interviews but only one father assumed the role of principal parent
collaborator.

1.7

Thesis overview

Chapter 2: Literature Review
This chapter examines research related to the central concepts of this study: collaboration, agency
and student voice. It describes the types of collaborations that shape adjustments for students with
disabilities in the context of the annual Nationally Consistent Collection of Data on School
Students with Disability, including intra-school collaborations, collaborations between schools and
families and collaborations involving external professionals. A review of literature relating to the
barriers to family-school collaborations and how family-school relationships are characterised in
academic literature are two other topics explored in this chapter. The quality of family-school
relationships, how the nature of these relationships impacts on collaborations connected to the
determination of adjustments for students with disability and the need for tools to support the
agency of participants in such relationships are issues interrogated in the chapter. The challenges
of capturing the voice of people with intellectual disability in qualitative studies is investigated,
focussing specifically on how these challenges have contributed to a gap in literature.

Chapter 3: Methodology
The research questions central to this study are introduced in this chapter and a rationale is
provided for the selection of qualitative methodology. The chapter explains the research design
and provides further context regarding significant local, state and national agendas influencing the
nature and extent of family-school collaborations about adjustments for students with disability.
There is an examination into the role of the researcher since the primary researcher was employed
at system-level and worked closely with the two Learning Support Coordinators participating in
the study.

Descriptions of the two research sites and brief profiles of the student participants also feature in
this chapter and a diagram is supplied to clarify the connections between student and parent
participants, Learning Support Coordinators and school sites. The Personalised Planning meeting
and the system-mandated online planning tool central to the featured family-school collaborations
are explained in this chapter to further contextualise the research findings.

Conceptual and analytical frameworks are presented as foundations to data analysis and the

14

strategies undertaken to support the validity of the research data are described. The chapter also
features an Interview Legend explaining the citation formulas representing individual participants
and interviews.

Chapters 4 to 8: Case Studies
In these chapters the major findings are presented. Specifically, the experiences of agency of
student, teacher and parent participants in collaborative relationships are presented in relation to
each of the case studies formed around each child as a center of the case study. First the cases of
Daria (Chapter 4), Elle (Chapter 5) and Alecia (Chapter 6) which are situated in the school at St
Casimir's are presented. Then the findings centred on the two cases of student participants from St
Perpetua’s school are presented: Harrison (Chapter 7) and Crystal (Chapter 8). Within the case
study chapters, quotes from individual participants are cited as formulas referencing the
participant name and the specific interviews (1, 2 or 3). (Further explained in Chapter 3).

Chapter 9: Cross-Case Analysis
This chapter presents the analysis of the data across all the cases. In this chapter a deep analysis of
emergent themes from the five individual case studies is produced in light of the four research
sub-questions.
The chapter concludes with an examination of the participants’ perceptions of barriers to
collaboration (or lack thereof) encountered over the course of the data collection period.

Chapter 10: Discussion and Recommendations
This chapter summarises the findings of the research, analyses the implications of these and makes
recommendations for future practice. It discusses the limitations of this study and provides
suggestions for further research.
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1.8

Glossary

Terms and abbreviations

Definitions

Adjustments (also see

Adjustments are actions taken to enable a student with disability

Reasonable Adjustment)

to access and participate in education on the same basis as other
students. These may include modifying curriculum outcomes or
content, instructional or environmental changes and changes to
assessment (NCCD, 2019 (d); NSW Government, February,
2019).

Australian Curriculum,

The Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority

Assessment and Reporting

(ACARA) is an independent statutory authority established by the

Authority (ACARA)

Commonwealth Government on 8 December, 2008. ACARA
developed the Australian Curriculum and implements the
National Assessment Program, standardised assessments “through
which governments, education authorities and schools can
determine whether or not young Australians are meeting
important educational outcomes” (NAP, 2016).

Australian Institute for

The Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership

Teaching and School

(AITSL) Professional Standards for Teachers are a set of

Leadership (AITSL)

benchmarks aimed at improving classroom practice and providing

Professional Standards for

teachers with guidelines for career development.

Teachers
Australian Research

Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY)

Alliance for Children and

is a consortium of researchers, government policy makers, service

Youth (ARACY)

providers and youth.

Australian Tertiary

The Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) is a number

Admissions Rank (ATAR)

between 0.00 and 99.95 that indicates a student's position relative
to all the students in their age group. It is used by Australian
Universities as a criterion for entry into undergraduate courses.

CAPA

An acronym for Creative and Performing Arts, a suite of subjects
offered in NSW high schools.

Catholic Schools New

Catholic Schools New South Wales (CSNSW) is the

South Wales (CSNSW)

representative voice of Catholic Education agencies in NSW.

CEDoW

Catholic Education Diocese of Wollongong.

Collaboration

Collaboration involves different parties working together to
achieve the same goal. This study views authentic collaborations
as requiring joint decision-making based on the exercise of
agency of all participants.

Collaborative curriculum

Collaborative curriculum planning is a process endorsed by the

planning

NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA) to determine the
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Terms and abbreviations

Definitions
most appropriate curriculum options and adjustments for a student
with disability.

Consultation

The 2015 Report on the Review of the Disability Standards for
Education 2005 (Urbis, 2015p. 38) concluded that the Standards
were “insufficiently precise” in conveying an understanding about
what constitutes consultation to both education providers and
families. This study views consultations related to the creation
and/or review of adjustments for students with disability as
typically:
•

being formal meetings in which adjustments are
discussed and information shared;

•

involving teachers, students with disability and parents;

•

initiated by the school.

Disability Discrimination

The Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) (1992) “makes it

Act (DDA) (1992)

unlawful to discriminate against a person, in many areas of public
life, including employment, education, getting or using services,
renting or buying a house or unit, and accessing public places,
because of their disability” (AHRC, February, 2015).

Disability Provisions

Disability Provisions apply to the Higher School Certificate
examinations in NSW high schools. They are “practical
arrangements designed to help students who couldn't otherwise
make a fair attempt to show what they know in an exam room”
(NESA, 2019 b) and include provisions such as extra time,
separate supervision or the use of a reader and/or writer.

Disability Standards for

The Disability Standards for Education 2005 (DSE) are

Education 2005 (DSE)

subordinate legislation under the DDA. The Standards provide
education providers, students with disability and associates with
“a framework to ensure that students with disability are able to
access and participate in education on the same basis as other
students” (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006).

Individual Education

The Individual Education Program(Plan) (IEP) is a document

Program (IEP)

developed collaboratively by a school’s special education team
and the parents of students with special education needs. It
specifies the student's academic goals and the method to obtain
these goals.

IM Class

‘IM’ (Intellectual - Mild) is a descriptor for a type of support class
in NSW public schools that caters for students with mild
intellectual disabilities.

IO Class

‘IO’ is a descriptor for a type of support class in NSW public
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Terms and abbreviations

Definitions
schools that caters for students with moderate intellectual
disabilities and low functional academics. Since the inception of
the NCCD this type of terminology is not used routinely as it is
linked to a previous school resourcing model linked to strict and
limited diagnostic criteria.

Learning Support

The Learning Support Coordinator is a middle leader in a high

Coordinator

school whose role involves planning collaboratively with parents,
students with disability, other teachers and (where appropriate)
health professionals to provide reasonable adjustments so that
students with disability can access learning and participate in the
life of the school on the same basis as students without disability.
This role is also known as the Diverse Learning Needs
Coordinator and the Special Education Coordinator. The term
Learning Support Coordinator will be used in this study.

Level of Adjustment

The term “Level of Adjustment” is used in materials relating to
the NCCD. It refers to the extent to which personalised
strategies, interventions, additional support, modifications and
adaptations need to be implemented in order for a student with
disability to access and participate on the same basis as their
peers. There are four Levels of Adjustment in the NCCD:
•

support provided within quality differentiated teaching
practice (QDTP),

Life Skills

•

supplementary adjustments,

•

substantial adjustments,

•

extensive adjustments.

In NSW high schools, “Life Skills” refers to a set of alternative
outcomes and associated content for Years 7 to 10 courses and
stand-alone courses in Years 11 and 12. These “provide options
for students with disability who cannot access the regular course
outcomes, particularly students with an intellectual disability”
(NESA, 2019c).

Mainstream

The term “mainstream” can be used interchangeably with the
term “regular” - e.g. the mainstream classroom is a setting that
most students access (as opposed to disability-specific settings).

National Assessment

The National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy

Program - Literacy and

(NAPLAN) is an annual Australia-wide assessment for students

Numeracy (NAPLAN)

in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9. It was instituted in 2008.

Nationally Consistent

The annual Nationally Consistent Collection of Data on School

Collection of Data on

Students with Disability (NCCD) collects information about
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Terms and abbreviations

Definitions

School Students with

Australian school students who receive an adjustment to address

Disability (NCCD)

disability.

National Disability

The National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) provides

Insurance Scheme (NDIS)

personalised support to eligible people with intellectual, physical,
sensory, cognitive and psychosocial disability. Eligibility is
established on the grounds that a disability is lifelong and has
substantial functional impact.

New South Wales

The NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA) has functions

Educational Standards

including but not limited to:

Authority (NESA)

•

the accreditation of teachers and the monitoring of the
accreditation process across all schools and early
childhood education centres,

•

the approval of initial and continuing teacher education
courses that are relevant to the accreditation of teachers,

•

the development, content and application of professional
teaching standards,

•

the school curriculum for primary and secondary school
students,

•
Parent

the registration and accreditation of schools.

For the purposes of this study the term “parent” refers to an adult
which acts as a caregiver to a child and has legal custody of the
child. Throughout the study the term parent has occasionally
been accompanied by the word “carer”, here defined as an adult
who provides ongoing care and support for a child.

Partnership

This study uses the definition contained in the research of
Summers, Hoffman, Marquis, Turnbull, Poston & Nelson (2005,
p. 66): “mutually supportive interactions between families and
professionals, focused on meeting the needs of children and
families, and characterized by a sense of competence,
commitment, equality, positive communication, respect, and
trust”.

Personalised Plans

Personalised Plans document the adjustments and supports that
are necessary to facilitate participation in learning and all aspects
of school life for students with disability.

Personalised Planning for

Personalised Planning for Students with Disability is an online

Students with Disability

planning tool provided by Catholic Schools NSW to record plans
for students with disability.

Quality Differentiated

Quality Differentiated Teaching Practice (QDTP) refers to one of

Teaching Practice (QDTP)

the Levels of Adjustment aligned to the NCCD. At this level
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Terms and abbreviations

Definitions
students with disability are provided with adjustments that are
consistent with differentiated teaching practice that does not
require additional resourcing.

Reasonable Adjustments

An adjustment is a measure or action taken to assist a student with
disability to participate in education and training on the same
basis as other students. An adjustment is reasonable if it achieves
this purpose while taking into account the student’s learning
needs and balancing the interests of all parties affected, including
those of the student with disability, the education provider, staff
and other students (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006).

Response to Intervention

Response to Intervention (RtI) is a multi-tiered approach to the

(RtI)

early identification and support of students with learning and
behaviour needs. It begins with high-quality instruction and
universal screening of all students in general education settings
with some learners provided with interventions at increasing
levels of intensity to accelerate their rate of learning (Response to
Intervention (RtI) Action Network, 2009).

School Support Officer

A school employee who supports the delivery of teaching and
learning within a Catholic school context (CEDoW, 2019). In
other sectors and jurisdictions employees who perform similar
roles are referred to as Teacher’s Aides, School Learning Support
Officers, Teacher Assistants and Paraprofessionals.

Students with Disability

A Students with Disability is a student who meets the broad
definition of disability described in the DDA (1992) and who may
require reasonable adjustments according to the DSE in order to
ensure that they are provided with opportunities to participate in
education and training “on the same basis” as students without
disability (ACARA). While the term “Students with Disability”
applies to students with a broad range of disability types, in this
study all students with disability fall into the sub-category of
intellectual disability.

TAFE NSW

The acronym “TAFE” stands for “technical and further
education” although the term “TAFE” has become part of the
educational lexicon in NSW. TAFE NSW is a NSW government
provider of vocational education and training with an annual
enrolment of over 500,000 students.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
2.1

Introduction

Through an analysis of recent and seminal literature, this chapter explores key themes associated
with the concepts underpinning this research, those being collaboration and agency. In doing so,
it points to gaps in the literature that indicate scope for future research. It provides a background
to current collaborative planning practices in NSW schools, identifies the types of collaborations
typically undertaken to support the inclusion of students with disability in high schools and
reveals areas of practice requiring further review and improvement. The literature review also
seeks to make connections between the quality of family-school collaborative practices and their
impact on the agency of the participants. Highlighted literature will posit a case for developing
practices and tools to ensure that within collaborations all voices are heard. Finally, the chapter
examines the barriers to effective collaborations between home and school and explores how
participants in those collaborative relationships seek to overcome barriers in order to exercise
agency. A particular focus of the chapter is on “student voice”. A theoretical framework is
outlined that connects agentic expression in students with disability to the development of selfdetermination.

2.2

Background

This research was conducted at a dynamic period in the national disability reform agenda. The
roll out of the National Disability Insurance Scheme (from trial sites in 2013 to expected full
nationwide coverage in 2020) has been almost synchronised with the gradual implementation of
the Nationally Consistent Collection of Data (NCCD) in schools across Australia from the
enactment of facilitating legislation, the Australian Education Act 2013, to nationwide adoption
of the annual process in 2016). Separately and collectively, these two initiatives posed steep
learning curves for families, schools and the disability sector, each group struggling to keep pace
with the changing expectations of roles and relationships in this brave new world of personalised
service provision and collaborative practice.

Of course, both the National Disability Insurance Scheme Act 2013 and the Australian Education
Act 2013 emerged from a widespread recognition that individuals with disability in Australia
experienced systematic disadvantage. In 2009, the National Disability Consultation Report, Shut
Out, (National People with Disabilities and Carer Council, 2009) provided compelling evidence
of this disadvantage gleaned from over 750 submissions. The quote below illustrates the close
relationship between the diminished agency or “voice” of people with disability and the social
exclusion they experienced, giving rise to a rationale for subsequent legislation to be based on
collaborative principles –
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Once shut in, many people with disabilities now find themselves shut out. …. Many
live desperate and lonely lives of exclusion and isolation. …. Where once they were
physically segregated, many Australians with disabilities now find themselves
socially, culturally and politically isolated. … They struggle to be noticed, they
struggle to be seen, they struggle to have their voices heard (p. 1).

Against the legislative backdrop, the imperative to consult with students with disability and their
associates, long since having been mandated by the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 and its
subsidiary Legislation, the Disability Standards for Education 2005, came into sharper focus in
schools. The Disability Standards obliged schools to consult with the student or an associate of
the student (in most cases, a parent) before making an adjustment. In practice, however, reports
like Shut Out exposed a lack of consistency about how and to what extent students and parents
were consulted in the creation of personalised adjustments. Additionally, the lack of a legally
mandated instrument (like the Individual Education Program in the US or the Individual
Education Plan in the UK) meant that schools and school systems were left to develop their own
tools and timeframes around consultation. To provide further inducement for schools to
routinely consult with parents and carers of students with disability, the NCCD established that
evidence of this “consultation and collaboration” would be one of the four areas of evidence
guiding the annual data collection process and interrogated in post-enumeration school reviews
post collection. (Schools failing to provide evidence of this consultation risked cuts to their
resourcing).

2.3

Reasonable Adjustments

Under the Disability Standards for Education 2005 schools are obliged to provide reasonable
adjustments to allow students with disability to access and participate on the same basis as their
peers, to endeavour to eliminate harassment and victimisation and to consult with the student and
their associate (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006). It could be argued that the very fact that
adjustments are required to facilitate access to the curriculum for students with disability speaks
to fundamental biases in curriculum design and delivery. Graham and Jahnukainen (2011,
pp. 263-264) assert that the school education sector in Australia may still be operating from a
medical model of disability that “locates the ‘problem’ of disability within an individual who
must be assisted to ‘fit in’ to social institutions pre-designed by able-bodied others”. Indeed,
even with the advent of the Australian Curriculum, purportedly a “curriculum for all”, there is
still a need to retrofit adjustments to content, assessments and reporting to accommodate the
needs and reflect the learning of students with disability (Garner and Forbes, 2015). Graham and
Slee (2008) go as far as to contend that processes that support adjustments have a legitimising
effect on an inherently inequitable education system, serving to entrench assumptions about the
students for whom the adjustments are made –
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These assumptions about identity, difference, and academic trajectories inform the
construction of reform agendas that do no more than tinker at the edges to produce an
appearance of more inclusive schools, whilst privileged notions of a “mainstream”
persist (p. 82).

Analysis of interviews that form the basis of this research will identify language pointing to any
residual influence of the medical model in planning for students with disability, for example,
references to “mainstream” classes and “normal work” being goals to be aspired to or
approximated by students with disability. Vestiges of this type of thinking may exist within
schools alongside policies that draw on rhetoric consistent with social and rights-based models of
disability. Xiao Qu (2020) cautions against educators being drawn into debates over seemingly
dichotomous models of disability - medical versus social - proposing that a Critical Realist
Model of inclusive education offers a more practical framework for meeting the needs of diverse
learners. Xiao Qu asserts that if educators do not address the reality of “disabled bodies” they
fail to act in the child’s best interests. Mckenzie (2013, p. 371) also criticises strict adherence by
policy-makers to either a medical or social model of disability, postulating that the former
reduces disability to a “technical problem” and the latter may lead to an undermining of services
required by individuals with disability to participate. Mckenzie endorses the utility of interactive
models of disability where disability is viewed as a dynamic construct calling for consideration
of the needs of the person with disability within the context of their environment. The need for
adjustments and for consultations between families and educators around adjustments is
consistent with interactive models of disability. However, it is important to acknowledge that all
models are interconnected.

Recognition that adjustments are necessary for access and participation is often just the first step
in ensuing consultations and deliberations. Mooted adjustments must then be weighed against
logistical realities of school life like mandatory curriculum requirements, timetable and staffing
constraints and environmental and equipment deficiencies. In other words, a proposed
adjustment must be “reasonable” and it can only be considered thus if it facilitates access and
participation on the same basis “while taking into account the student’s learning needs and
balancing the interests of all parties affected, including those of the student with the disability,
the education provider, staff and other students” (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006 p. 44). A
substantial proportion of collaborations involving parents, students with disability and teachers is
given over to discussions weighing up the merits of proposed adjustments against the logistical
realities of the physical school environment, the school culture and the navigability of curriculum
non-negotiables.
While the DSE mandates that the views of the student and/or the student’s associate be sought in
the manner outlined above before adjustments are put into place, (DSE, 2005, Standards 3.4 and
3.5) the ultimate decision about the types of adjustments implemented rests with the school
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(Cumming, Dickson & Webster, 2013, p. 296) as the case law below illustrates –

Once consultation has occurred it is for the school to determine whether any
adjustment is necessary in order to ensure that the student is able, in a meaningful
way, to participate in the programmes offered by the school. The school is not bound,
in making these decisions, by the opinions or wishes of professional advisers or
parents. …… There may ... be cases in which an adjustment is necessary but no
reasonable adjustment is able to be identified which will ensure that the objectives
contained in the relevant Disability Standards are achieved. (Walker v. State of
Victoria, 2011, para. 284).

2.4

Levels of Adjustment

With the advent of the NCCD, teachers have been asked to apply their judgement (evidence of
the assessed individual needs of the student (NCCD, 2019 b)) to discerning not only the broad
disability type and its functional impact for each student identified provided with an adjustment
but also the level of adjustment required by that student to access the curriculum and participate
in the life of the school on the same basis as their peers. Four levels of adjustment are available
to select from - support within quality differentiated teaching practice, supplementary,
substantial and extensive - each with descriptors to guide teachers in their discernment
(Australian Government Department of Education & Education Services Australia, 2019). For
regular subject teachers in high schools this process calls on knowledge and skills often beyond
the scope of their training (Pearce, Gray & Campbell-Evans, 2010, p. 307), particularly in view
of the fact that over 18 percent of students annually are captured in the count (Education
Council, 2017, p. 2). The NCCD process of discerning Levels of Adjustment for students with
disability is important to this study as it provides insight into how the teacher participants
perceive the learning and participation needs of the five student participants relative to the
broader student populations. Discernment of Levels of Adjustment directly influences the
intensity, frequency and duration of supports and interventions with students deemed to require a
Supplementary Level of Adjustment receiving adjustments “made infrequently as occasional
action, or frequently as low level action such as monitoring” (NCCD, 2019d).

Students deemed

to require a Substantial Level of Adjustment are assessed as needing “adjustments to the usual
education program (that) occur at most times on most days” (NCCD, 2019d). In the 2018
NCCD, four of the five student participants in this study were identified as requiring
Supplementary levels of adjustment and one as requiring a substantial level of adjustment.
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2.5

NCCD: Impact on Caseloads

While decision-making intrinsic to the NCCD has utility in generating data that can potentially
direct Commonwealth resourcing in a more equitable way than has previously been the case,
more research into the impact of NCCD processes on specific roles within high school structures
is required. Recruitment for teacher participants in this research yielded two teachers who
occupied the same role of Learning Support Coordinator in their respective schools. These
educators assumed the bulk of the responsibility for discerning adjustments for students with
disability and facilitating collaborations involving parents and students with disability. It would
be impossible to extrapolate from this small sample that this disproportionate shouldering of the
collaborative load by Learning Support Coordinators is the same in every Australian high school.
A literature review conducted by De Vroey, Struyf and Petry (2016), however, identifies the
rigid “subject-based structures” in high schools around the globe as being a “barrier for (subject)
teachers to know students’ needs” (p. 111) leaving the onus of “raising awareness of students’
needs” (p. 115) and the practices that support that awareness raising to special education teachers
(Learning Support Coordinators). It could reasonably be assumed that one such practice is
facilitating collaborations with the parents of students with disability.

Teachers occupying the Learning Support Coordinator role within a school are perceived by their
teaching peers and school leadership as having the prerequisite knowledge and skills to facilitate
collaborations with families. However, research conducted by Pearce, Gray & Campbell-Evans
(2010, p. 304), found that this may not always be the reality. The burgeoning collaborative load
placed on these “specialist” teachers who may not directly teach many of the students for whom
they are determining types and levels of adjustment, places additional time stress on these key
personnel. There is an associated risk that the products of collaborations, the adjustment plans,
may not be sufficiently aligned with the realities of pedagogical practice to ensure their
effectiveness. Almost ten years ago, long before the collaborative obligations associated with
the NCCD had significantly increased the volume of both family-school collaborations and
internal school consultations, moderations and plan reviews, Eisenman, Pleet Wandry &
McGinley (2010 p. 102) observed that teachers and administrators were concerned –

about maintaining a manageable caseload of students and teachers in a consultative
model in which special educators also have direct service or administrative
responsibilities.

It follows that the current caseloads of Learning Support Coordinators in high school may be
even less sustainable.

Pearce, Gray & Campbell-Evans (2010, pp. 303-304) point to the difficulty in not only making
decisions about adjustments but also in communicating negotiated adjustments to subject
teachers in the high school setting and ensuring that those adjustments would be implemented
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with fidelity across subjects. Their study showed that secondary school leaders were concerned
that “the availability of special education knowledge could not be guaranteed”, that “leaders (in
Learning Support roles) were experiencing difficulties in meeting demand” in a model of
inclusion that was dependent on expert consultation.

To summarise, the collaborative demands of the annual NCCD in high schools have exposed
several practical dilemmas that warrant further research. More study is required into which high
school personnel are undertaking collaborations with families, what is the relative concentration
of collaborative caseloads for teachers in specific roles and what proportion of family-school
collaborations are conducted by educators who do not teach the students central to the
collaborations.

2.6

Personalised Planning in the Catholic Sector

Based on the Individual Education Programs (IEPs) that support the U.S. legislation, Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Amendments of 1997, various iterations of Personalised
Plans have been used in all education sectors in jurisdictions across Australia over the past two
decades. Variously known as Individual Education Plans, Individual Plans, Education
Adjustment Plans, Negotiated Education Plans and Individual Learning Plans, they are intended
to be blueprints for addressing the learning and access needs of students with disability
(ARACY, 2013, p. 34). The name “Personalised Plan” was adopted by Catholic Schools NSW
(CSNSW) as its preferred term for this document during the phase-in period for the Nationally
Consistent Collection of Data (prior to that time the preferred nomenclature was “Individual
Plan”).
The change in name from “individual” to “personalised” distanced the planning process from
connotations of “individualised learning where pupils sit alone” (Miliband, in DfES, 2004) to a
more inclusive model dependent on “on both effective teacher differentiation of a set curriculum
to address diversity of learner needs, and the development of independent learner capacities”
(Prain, Cox, Deed, Dorman, Edwards, Farrelly, Keeffe, Lovejoy, Mow, Sellings, Waldrip, &
Yager, 2013), a model known as personalised learning. Black (2019 p. 81) contends that a
personalised learning approach should not only apply to students with disability, that all students
benefit from a “focus on personalised learning and flexibility in curriculum delivery”. The
Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2019) also promotes personalised learning as an approach that
enables teachers to respond to the strengths and needs of a diverse range of students including,
but not limited to, students with disability.

Government recommendations in the 2015 review of the Disability Standards for Education
(DSE) outlined that decisions regarding IEP (or Personalised Plan) development and the process
of consultation remained the responsibility of education providers and authorities (Department of
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Education and Training [DET], 2015a). Each sector and jurisdiction developed a different way
of planning for students with disability using different planning instruments ranging from
teacher-designed forms, to optional templates to mandated planning instruments. The Catholic
Schools sector in NSW provided for the 598 Catholic primary and secondary schools (CSNSW,
2019) an online tool called Personalised Learning for Students with Disability (PPSD) that
became not only the standardised planning tool for students with disability but also the method
via which data was collected for the annual NCCD. Students with disability and their parents
came to expect an invitation to regular Personalised Planning meetings and over time (and to
various degrees) became familiar with the lexicon of personalised planning – “adjustments”,
“support”, “mainstream”, “Life Skills”, “Disability Provisions”, “assessments”. Shaddock,
MacDonald, Hook, Giorcelli, & Arthur-Kelly (2010 p. 69) warned that plans that served
multiple purposes risked losing their relevance as “educational roadmaps”, being seen instead as
“artefacts” or “compulsory busy work” by teachers and schools (Pearce, 2008; Rosas,
Winterman, Kroeger & Jones, 2009). In the 2019 NCCD, Catholic Schools moved to separate
the planning function from the data collection function on its online tool in an effort to dispel the
perception that the key purpose of Personalised Planning is to secure resources for schools rather
than to provide access to learning for students.

2.7

Changing Learning Support Role

The Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (AITSL, 2017) require all teachers to have
knowledge and skills to “implement strategies to support full participation of students with
disability” (Standard 1.6). Teachers in middle leader roles in the area of learning support
(having achieved or working towards “highly accomplished” status) are obliged under the
standards to “work with colleagues to access specialist knowledge, and relevant policy and
legislation, to develop teaching programs that support the participation and learning of students
with disability” (Standard 1.6 Highly Accomplished). The expectations for teachers to make
adjustments for students with disability are not new and they could not be more explicit. What
teachers and Learning Support Coordinators are grappling to come to terms with in the context
of the NCCD are the logistical arrangements for a much larger identified population of “students
with disability” 1 around the collection of evidence of assessed individual need, the provision of
at least 10 weeks of adjustments over the course of a year for each identified student, the review
and monitoring of adjustments and the engagement of students and parents in collaborations
prior to the implementation of adjustments (NCCD, 2019 b).

The implementation of the NCCD has had significant implications for the roles of Learning

1

Prior to the Australian Education Amendment Act 2017, funding for students with disability was provided by State
governments for students with diagnosed disabilities. In NSW this accounted for around 4.7% of the student
population (NSW Department of Education and Communities, 2012, p. 5) as opposed to the over 18 percent of
students identified through the annual NCCD.
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Support Coordinators who are a significant part of the participants of this study and who are now
central to high-stakes, highly scrutinised processes that determine resourcing for students with
disability. Not only is there an increased onus on Learning Support Coordinators to conduct
school-based standardised assessments, to organise collaborations and generate and/or store
relevant documentation and to participate in moderation activities related to levels of adjustment
and disability categories, there is also an increased demand from teaching peers for them to
participate in consultations to shape adjustments and provide point-of-need professional
development regarding the evidence requirements of the NCCD. As identified by Dally and
Dempsey (2015) Learning Support Coordinators are undertaking their expanding responsibilities
without a clear set of professional standards specific to their key role. Research about the impact
of the NCCD on workloads and roles is required to assess what measures may be necessary to
ensure the sustainability of the initiative.

There have, however, been several studies that indicate that cultural change in high schools may
be required if the message of inclusion promoted by the NCCD is to become embedded in
practice (Round, Subban & Sharma, 2016, p. 188) –

There appears to be a focus on the curriculum rather than on individual students.
Teachers and students are driven by “subjects”, with teachers specialising in different
fields. Teachers in secondary schools require intensive preparation and planning times
(Van Reusen, Shoho & Barker 2000). Consequently, they are likely to be
apprehensive about inclusion....they are likely to feel uneasy about the added
administrative and practical responsibilities that inclusion entails (Agbenyega, 2007;
Bhatnagar & Das, 2014; Boyle, Topping & Jindal-Snape, 2013; Horne & Timmons,
2009).

If a paradigm shift is to occur in Australian high schools, it would logically be spearheaded by
those with most knowledge about the functional impacts of disabilities and the adjustments
required to address these impacts, Learning Support Coordinators and special education teachers.
The role of Learning Support Coordinators in supporting children with special needs in inclusive
environments is researched in this study with particular reference to collaborative practices
involving parents and other teachers.

2.8

Collaboration

It is important to acknowledge that perspectives on what constitutes authentic collaborative
practice vary widely from school to school and even among participants involved in what this
study refers to as “collaborations”. It is, therefore, necessary to explicate that this study views
equity and the ability to exercise agency as foundational conditions to collaborations.
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2.8.1

Practical need for research - Collaborative Practices in NSW
Schools

In 2012 the NSW Department of Education and Communities declared the need to “find better
ways to meet the additional learning and support needs of every student” (NSW Department of
Education, 2012, p. 3) establishing a framework that identified “personalised learning and
support plans developed and implemented in full collaboration with the student and/or their
parents and carers” (NSW Department of Education, 2012, p. 9) as a key component. One of the
chief aims of this framework, Every Student, Every School, was to establish strong collaborative
cultures in NSW schools to support students with disability to access the curriculum and
participate in the life of the school on the same basis as their peers. The framework was
informed by a raft of contemporary and historical policies and literature from Australia and
internationally, including the seminal UNESCO Salamanca Statement of 1994. The Salamanca
Statement called on schools around the world to adopt “child-centred pedagogy capable of
meeting [special education] needs”. Moreover, in providing for special education needs, the
Statement proposed that schools should “encourage and facilitate the participation of parents,
communities and organisation[s] of persons with disabilities in the planning and decision-making
processes concerning provision for special educational needs” (UNESCO, 1994, p. ix). This was
a call for parents to be active agents in planning that affected learning outcomes for their
children.

The central role of collaboration in inclusive education has gradually become embedded in
Australian legislation and the educational policies of various education sectors over the past
several decades. Consultation with students with disability and their parents was elevated from a
desirable practice in schools to a legal obligation by the Disability Discrimination Act 1992
(DDA) and its subsiduary legislation, Disability Standards for 2005 (DSE) (Commonwealth of
Australia, 2006). What form this consultation took and how it was recorded and translated into
the reasonable adjustments mandated by the DDA and the DSE remained, however, open to the
interpretation of individual education providers. Dempsey (2012) pointed out that “no standard
require(d) individualised educational planning for students with disability” (p. 24), that there was
“no consistent educational definition of disability across jurisdictions” (p. 27) and that the
resulting quality of planning for students with disability was serendipitous and dependent the
policies and practices of the particular sector and school in which the student was enrolled. The
inconsistencies noted by Dempsey were examined in the 2011 Commonwealth Governmentcommissioned Review of Funding for Schooling led by David Gonski. While Gonski’s main
brief was to design a more equitable and efficient method of resourcing schools, one of the byproducts of his new funding model was the Nationally Consistent Collection of Data on School
Students with Disability (NCCD). The Australian Education Amendment Act 2017 required all
Australian schools to participate in the NCCD annually as student with disability loadings would
be based on the identification of students with disability (derived from the DDA definition) and
the level of adjustment each student with disability required to “access and participate in their
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learning” (Australian Government Department of Education, 2019). One of the four key areas of
evidence underpinning the NCCD is consultation and collaboration with students and parents (in
accordance with the DSE) (Education Council, 2019 p. 21). There is little doubt that the funding
imperative associated with the consultation/collaboration NCCD evidence requirement has led to
a rapid growth in contact between schools and families but there has been little exploration of the
quality of these dialogues, the extent to which such interactions are based on equity and the
measures taken to ensure the agency of all parties. Review of collaborative practices associated
with NCCD processes would appear to be an area ripe for research prospects.

2.8.2

Types of Collaborations

Stimulated by the current policy environment in Australia (Australian Government Department
of Education, 2019), the volume of collaborations associated with provisions designed to
promote the inclusion of students with disability has increased substantially. Collaborative
relationships involving teachers, students with disability and parents are part of the broader
collaborative process that supports students with disability to access learning. Collaborations are
regularly undertaken around a range of decisions including planning or reviewing pastoral,
academic or behavioural supports for students, identification and moderation of levels of
adjustment for students with disability, evidence gathering with a view to plan creation and
discernment of patterns of study or curriculum options for identified students (NSW Department
of Education, 2012). The roles of the participants in each collaborative relationship are
determined by the purpose of the collaboration.

In order to contextualise the family-school collaborations central to this research and identify
how other types of collaborations might influence the dynamics and agendas of family-school
relationships, it is important to situate them among the suite of collaborations common in all
Australian high schools. The following descriptions provide insight into the complexities of
collaborative practices in Australian high schools including: school-based collaborations,
collaborations with external professionals, collaborations within the context of the NCCD and
School/parent/student collaborations. The complexity of collaborative practices points to a need
for research examining how schools balance the logistical considerations of collaborative
imperatives.

School-based Collaborations
In NSW, teachers are required to engage in collaborative curriculum planning with appropriate
school personnel (other classroom teachers, school counsellors, Learning Support Coordinators,
Curriculum Coordinators, Careers Advisors) (NSW Education Standards Authority, 2019). The
purpose of this type of collaboration is to examine the strengths and goals of a student with
disability as well as the functional impact of that student’s disability in order to determine:
appropriate curriculum options (for example, whether a student will work towards a reduced set
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of outcomes in a particular subject, or outcomes from a lower stage level or from an alternative
set of Life Skills outcomes) (NSW Education Standards Authority, 2019) (refer to Glossary in
Chapter 1); the types of adjustments and level of support required by that student to access
outcomes; and meaningful learning goals for that student (NSW Education Standards Authority,
2019).

Collaborations with External Professionals
Deliberations about adjustments for students with a range of disabilities including autism, mental
health disorders, physical disabilities and sensory impairments often require schools to consult
with professionals outside the school. How well these consultations are conducted and translated
into meaningful adjustments for students with disability will significantly impact on curriculum
access and ultimately on the achievement of learning outcomes for those students. In seminal
research, Lightfoot, Wright & Sloper (1998) viewed collaborations between schools and health
professionals as key to equipping teachers with the prerequisite information to inform
personalised adjustments, emphasizing
the importance of teachers who ‘understand’, that is teachers who: are aware of the
pupil's condition; believe and understand its impact on school life; and make special
arrangements for individual pupils (p. 280).

Involving parents in collaborations with school personnel and community health professionals
should also be part of the collaborative equation as, “Parents look to collaboration in an attempt
to coordinate actions into one united impulse that surrounds the child or young person with a
coherent approach” (Andersson, Bellon & Walker, 2016, p. 837).

Collaborations and the NCCD
The NCCD also calls on schools to apply a further layer of collaboration through the formation
of school moderation teams made up of class/subject teachers, middle leaders and members of
the school executive. When moderating “teachers discuss students’ level of adjustment and
category of disability to make decisions that are consistent, reliable and defensible” (Education
Services Australia, 2019). Schools are also encouraged to engage in moderation activities with
other schools at precinct level and with system level representatives to further reinforce the
consistency of judgements being made regarding appropriate levels of support and types of
adjustments for students with disability.

School/Parent/Student Collaborations
The collaborative relationship central to this research is the one composed of teacher, parent and
student. It is widely recognised that family-school partnerships can have a positive influence on
the learning outcomes of students. There is a wealth of research to support the notion that
parental support can contribute to student motivation for learning and is key to creating a home
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environment that is conducive to learning (Gonida & Urdan, 2007; Emerson, Fear, Fox &
Sanders, 2012). In practice, however, literature reports that tensions often exist within familyschool partnerships (Ferguson, 2008). Ludicke and Kortman (2012, p. 156) attribute these
tensions to differences in role understandings between parents and teachers. Parents often
perceive “a gap between the ‘rhetoric’ of partnership, as espoused by schools and systems, and
actual practice”. On their part, teachers may become frustrated with what they perceive as
unrealistic parental expectations or a lack of understanding of classroom dynamics or they may
“construct a view of parents as a ‘homogeneous group’ with similar values, whereas parents are
diverse individuals” (Ludicke & Kortman, 2012, p. 158).

In reality parents as a group are far from homogenous, least of all in the context of family-school
collaborations. The agentic roles of parents can range from peripheral involvement as observers
of their children’s learning trajectory or informers of learning barriers to the more powerful role
of co-constructors of tailored supports. The degree of parental agency is contingent on the
relative degree of equality assumed by the parent within the collaborative relationship (Gerdes,
Goei, Huizinga & De Ruyter, 2020). Parental agency is not a static commodity and can be
enhanced or inhibited by the quality of family-school relationships. González (2005) challenges
teachers not only to recognise the diversity in the parent population but also to draw upon the
diverse lived experiences of students and families to reframe pedagogy. When teachers
acknowledge that households act as funds of knowledge, they validate that “pedagogy is not
simply something that goes on in schools” (González, 2005, p.41). Family-school collaborations
conducted from this standpoint are more likely to be equitable with parental agency considerably
reinforced.

2.8.3

Barriers to Collaborations between Home and School

As more emphasis is being placed on schools to become more collaborative, the volume of
collaborations is exposing barriers in collaborations between home and school. Shaddock,
MacDonald, Hook, Girocelli & Arthur-Kelly (2010), for example, identified time constraints as
one of the greatest obstacles to effective collaborations in the name of inclusion.

Student-centred learning depends on collaboration, discussion, networking, observing
colleagues, visiting other schools, mentoring, peer coaching, co-teaching with
colleagues or special education teachers and working with other professionals,
consultants, parents and community members ….. Teachers want to work, teach and
learn collaboratively … (this) can only occur if teachers are allocated time (p. 57).

This sentiment has been echoed by other researchers (Anderson, Klasson & Georgiou, 2007;
Pearce, 2009). Pearce, Gray & Campbell-Evans (2009), for example, described a secondary
school context that was “complex, with insufficient time for stakeholders in a student’s education
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to collaborate and share information, define roles and responsibilities or learn new skills” (p.
304). The logistical constraints of timetable incompatibilities and finding suitable meeting
spaces also militate against the development of collaborative practices in schools (Friend, 2008).

Time is not only a constraining factor for schools to engage in school-home collaborative
practices, but it is also a factor that restricts families from participating in collaborations
(Madigan & Schroth-Cavatalo, 2011; Friend, 2008; Ludicke & Kortman; Tucker & Schartz,
2013). Parents of students with disability often have demands placed on their time (and
finances) related to accessing various disability-specific allied health and recreational services
for their children. They may also have additional demands placed on them by schools. As
Tucker and Schwartz (2013) point out, for families of students with disability, “The time
expenditure is different from other families—including time spent in the evaluation process as
well as IEP meetings”(p. 4).

While time constraints represent a significant barrier to collaboration, researchers have identified
many other obstacles discussed below:

Environmental Factors
The physical space in which Personalised Planning meetings or school-based collaborative
planning meetings are held can assist or undermine the planning process. Meetings held in areas
that are noisy or cramped tend to progress less efficiently than those held in more well-appointed
surroundings. In the case of Personalised Planning meetings, because of the confidential nature
of the issues under discussion, meetings held in high traffic areas of the school can inhibit
participant contributions or make participants – especially students and their families - feel selfconscious or uncomfortable (Dabkowski, 2004). The dynamics of Personalised Planning
meetings can also be influenced by the fact that they take place on school grounds where
teachers are familiar with school-specific protocols and culture, but families may not be.
“Therefore, they are automatically outside of the organisation that serves their child and are
automatically disadvantaged by losing time at their jobs (if employed) while helping school
officials to complete their jobs” (Tucker & Schwartz, 2013).

Cultural barriers
Schools are more culturally homogeneous than the “feeder” populations from which they draw
enrolments. “While teachers will vary as individuals in their perspectives, they also represent a
professional culture and work within specific environments and backgrounds that promote or
support explicit professional values and behaviours” (Ludicke & Kortman, p. 159). Families that
already perceive themselves as being different (socio-economically, culturally or in relation to
school-espoused values) may not engage in, perhaps even avoid, collaborative opportunities that
expose this perceived difference (Herman & Reinke, 2017). Vincent (2001) pointed to how this
dynamic results in existing inequities in a school’s parent community being compounded –
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There are common sense assumptions concerning the interrelationship between social
class and parental agency: that an individual's sense of agency … is heavily structured
by social class; that opportunities for exercising agency are sought and taken up mostly
by the professional middle-classes, secure in a sense of entitlement. These, then, are the
people most capable of and most effective at challenging ‘expert systems’ (p. 348).
The ‘expert systems’ referred to by Vincent are education systems. Vincent’s thesis is that
parental agency is not uniform and that education systems tend to treat their parent communities
as homogeneous thus disadvantaging parents whose backgrounds contrast to the “school
culture”. Parents with more agency tend to be those with more “cultural capital”. This concept
is explored in the work of Lareau and Weininger (2003) who explain that parents with more
cultural capital are able to engage confidently in “micro- interactional processes whereby
individuals’ strategic use of knowledge, skills, and competence comes into contact with
institutionalised standards of evaluation” (p. 569).
In the absence of strategies to address cultural differences in family-school relationships – to
make families of diverse backgrounds feel like valued partners in collaboration – the agency of a
significant proportion of parents will remain unsupported and authentic collaborations will
remain out of reach.

Inequitable partnerships
Much has been espoused in system policies about the importance of effective family-school
partnerships in delivering positive educational outcomes for students. The term “partnership”
connotes a relationship where power is shared and roles are negotiated and well understood by
the parties. This is not the case in all family-school partnerships, particularly when “the
partnership advocated by schools is generally based on a well-defined and limited model of
relationship and roles” (Conus & Fahrni, 2019 p. 235). Within this construct the informal
knowledge parents attain of the functional impact of their child’s disability can be undervalued
or dismissed in meetings with teachers. Reid and Valle (2004) describe the positioning of
school-based personnel, equipped with psychometric and achievement test scores, as being
highly advantaged in family-school collaborations as within this context –
It is up to the parent who disagrees to “disprove” professional opinion in terms of the
knowledge base valued by the professional, as opposed to presenting arguments rooted
in “other ways of knowing” (p. 476).

When educators fail to acknowledge parity in the collaborative relationship between parents and
school staff, opportunities to design tailored and effective interventions and adjustments may be
missed. Several studies focussed on the relationship between schools and marginalised families
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(Banquedano-López, 2013; the studies of González et.al, 1993 & 2005) posit that schools
overlook a significant opportunity for community connection when they fail to recognise parents
as “funds of knowledge” (González et.al, 2005).

There is a need for principals and teachers to readily acknowledge and appreciate the
role of the parents, not only as “first educators” but as “continuing educators”, and to
see a place for them in the educational life of the school. (Saulwick Muller Social
Research, 2006, p. 15).

While the NCCD reinforces the obligation to consult with a student with disability and their
parent or associate enshrined in the Disability Standards for Education 2005, the ultimate
decisions around choosing and making reasonable adjustments usually rest with education
providers..

Disabling/discriminatory assumptions
The cultural and power divides described above can feed teacher judgments about parents from
particular socio-economic backgrounds or parents with disability. Reid and Valle (2004, p. 477)
caution that we need to acknowledge that the demographics of the teaching workforce (in
Australian high schools, predominantly middle-income females with an average age of 44.5
years (McKenzie, 2012) influence the nature of the discourse around students with disability.
They describe how –
When we proceed as if schooling were objective and neutral ..“science becomes the
surrogate for morality” (D.J. Gallagher, 2003, p. 7). We absolve ourselves from
responsibility for the consequences of educational decisions we make and from the
consequences of the ways we construct people as “other” (p. 5).

Teacher assumptions about the capacity, motives or utility of consultations with parents can have
a stifling effect on family-school communication and parental agency. Disabling and
discriminatory assumptions prosper in school climates where the concept of inclusion is not
well-understood or firmly embedded in policies and practices.
Teachers’ perspectives on inclusion
Not all teachers embrace unreservedly the inclusion of students with disability in their
classrooms. This can be attributed to a number of factors including a lack of confidence in their
disability-specific knowledge and skills, a perceived lack of support from school leadership and a
lack of planning and preparation time (Edmunds, 1998; Leyser & Tappendorf, 2001; Round,
Subban & Sharma, 2016). Horne and Timmons (2009, p. 284) cited a number of concerns
expressed by the 20 teacher participants in their study, including the perceived detrimental
effects of “the need for extra time for the student with special needs; the fear experienced by
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students during outbursts by a student with special needs; and the distraction caused by the
teacher assistant working in the same classroom”.
The findings of Round, Subban & Sharma (2016) revealed that despite “mild concern about
inclusion” the secondary teachers in their study held “fairly positive positions … towards
inclusive education (p. 196).” With more and more teachers being drawn into school-based
collaborations as a result of the NCCD, however, it could be extrapolated that a small proportion
of teachers would bring with them a belief that students with disability should not be in
“mainstream” classes. This position would serve to undermine discussions around appropriate
adjustments and may also indicate a lack of commitment to the implementation of strategies and
goals outlined in Personalised Plans. Alternatively, teachers who recognise each student’s
learning potential will make appropriate adjustments to instruction and environment to facilitate
inclusion for students with disability.

Lack of disability-specific knowledge
Personalised Planning meetings can be particularly intimidating for subject teachers who feel illequipped in terms of their knowledge base regarding the implications for learning of
characteristics of specific disabilities. When collaborative roles are ill-defined and teachers
assume that it is their role to be the “oracle” in Personalised Planning meetings, they risk
undermining their credibility in the eyes of family members who often have a far greater
understanding of the disability-specific traits of their children. Regular subject teachers
engaging in family-school collaborations benefit from access to the specialist knowledge of
colleagues with special education expertise but as noted by Pearce, Gray and Campbell-Evans
(2010) this expertise is often in short supply in high schools.

(Learning Support Coordinators experience) difficulties in meeting demand. The
efficacy of the consultation model depended on availability. Leaders who were
consultants acknowledged that teachers had limited access and often had to wait long
periods to access their expertise. (p. 304).
Recently, the NCCD process has reinforced the obligation for schools to access “relevant
knowledge and expertise” in family-school collaborations about adjustments for students with
disability, including “professionals with specialist expertise, family members, advocates …. or
representatives of other organisations who know the student well” (Nationally Consistent
Collection of Data, 2019). The extent to which “professionals with expertise” and others are
regularly included in family-school collaborations to determine adjustments and what impact
such collaborations have on student outcomes is deserving of further research.

Teachers who are called upon to participate in Personalised Planning meetings and who are open
to learning about the implications of specific disabilities in educational settings from a range of
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sources – including parents – are more likely to gain the respect of all meeting participants.

Poor understanding of roles and responsibilities
Ambiguities in roles and responsibilities can hinder collaborative decision-making and lead to
breakdowns in collaborative relationships. In the context of a Personalised Planning meeting, a
teacher and a parent can harbour quite different views as to what role the other should play in the
collaborative process. Clarification of roles and responsibilities in parent-school partnerships is
key to preventing what Cologon (2013) describes as micro-exclusions of students with disability.
Valuing each participant (including the student) as an equal member of the collaborative
relationship is also prerequisite to effective decision-making.

Poor communication patterns
“Fostering successful parental participation is intentional, planned and ultimately the
responsibility of the educational agency” (Tucker & Schwartz, 2013. p. 11). It is a logical
premise that family-school communication that addresses issues related to educational programs,
services and patterns of study should be initiated by the school. When Personalised Planning
goals, adjustments and learning strategies are not reached by consensus, targeted to address
learning needs and clearly articulated to all stakeholders the seeds of discontent are sown and
poor communication ensues.

Insufficient training in collaborative skills
Friend and Cook (2007) identify skills in problem-solving and communication as prerequisite to
collaboration. Dabkowski (2004 p. 38) suggests that Personalised Planning meetings should
include discussion around the prioritisation of appropriate professional development
opportunities for team members including “attending conferences, observing other teams’
practices, or using consultation processes.”

It is also important for the Personalised Planning team to begin the collaboration by spending
time establishing a common vision. This vision should have as its focus the best interests of the
student for whom the individual plan is being developed. In other words it should be studentcentred. Training targeting the concept of student-centred planning should be a priority for all
Personalised Planning teams (Saltmarsh, Barr & Chapman, 2015).

Poor supervision/collaboration balance between teachers and School Support Officers
School Support Officers play an important role in learning support teams (Friend, 2008;
Ashbaker & Morgan, 2012) but research suggests that if School Support Officers assume roles
for which they are not trained and carry out these roles under limited supervision they, in effect,
impede learning outcomes for the students with whom they work (Giangreco, 2003; Friend,
2008; Ashbaker & Morgan, 2012). Acknowledging that School Support Officers do not have
the same professional status or responsibilities as teachers undoubtedly influences the role played
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by School Support Officers in different types of collaborative relationships. Friend (2008)
advises that, while School Support Officers may be valuable participants in Personalised
Planning meetings, it is teachers rather than School Support Officers who should assume
responsibility for communicating directly with parents on an ongoing basis over issues of
concern. She further counsels that teachers not forget their supervisory role in working with
paraprofessionals and that micro-collaborations with School Support Officers should be
appropriate to the situation – such as discussing the effectiveness of teacher-designed
interventions in the classroom or playground context.

It is envisaged that discussions around the deployment of School Support Officers will feature in
Personalised Planning Meetings central to this research. The extent to which parent participants
interrogate the type of support provided to their children by School Support Officers will give an
insight into their agency and understanding of school structures and practices. Likewise, the
rationale offered to parents regarding the specific responsibilities of School Support Officers
within the support plan will highlight how closely teachers direct and supervise these
paraprofessionals. The communication of agreed adjustments to School Support Officers and the
supervision of paraprofessional support are concerns that require further research and analysis.

To summarise, there are a number of factors that present barriers to effective collaborations
between families and schools thus impacting the agency of the participants within those
collaborative relationships. Environmental factors like unsuitable meeting spaces, cultural
dissonance between parents from disadvantaged backgrounds and the prevailing school culture,
perceptual factors and role inequities, the omission of teachers with subject-specific knowledge
from face-to-face collaborations or the over-reliance on paraprofessional input, insufficient
teacher training in facilitating collaborations - any combination of these elements may serve to
restrain or frustrate the efficacy of the collaborative process.

2.8.4

An Examination of Literature Regarding family-school
Collaborations

When examining literature about the relationship formed between the school and the family to
support the inclusion of a student with disability, it is important to attend to the subtleties
embedded in the nomenclature. In both academic studies and policy frameworks, relationships
between families and schools are typically referred to as “partnerships” (Henderson & Mapp,
2002: Blue-Banning, Summers, Franklin, Nelson & Beege, 2004; Cox, 2005; Summers et.al,
2005; MCEETYA, 2008). The term “partnerships” is defined by Summers et al (2005, p. 66) as
“mutually supportive interactions between families and professionals, focused on meeting the
needs of children and families, and characterized by a sense of competence, commitment,
equality, positive communication, respect, and trust”. This characterisation of the family-school
relationship may be the ideal but not always the reality. Tucker & Schwartz (2013, p. 3) reported
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that parents of students requiring IEPs “continue to report barriers to equitable participation”.
Studies by Epstein (1986, 1995, 2010) and Salazar (2012) conclude that relationships between
families and schools described as “partnerships” often bear few hallmarks of this type of
relationship, frequently relying on communication strategies that see parents adopting the role of:

recipients of information, such as daily or weekly progress notes, as opposed to more
advanced strategies that represent parents as decision makers and resources in the
elaboration of learning (Salazar, 2012, p. 21).

Similarly, Ferguson (2008) presented a picture of the family-school partnership far removed
from the Summers definition:

It is often a troubled and troubling relationship, characterised by suspicion on both
sides…...Perhaps it is an inevitable and awkward dance between partners, each doubting
the other’s capacity to lead but tied together in an unavoidable push and pull across the
floor (p. 57).

The ambiguities surrounding the description of the family-school relationship are also evident in
the description of the type of communication central to the relationship. Communication
between families and schools is variously described in studies and policy documents as
“consultation”, “cooperation” or “collaboration” (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006; Bang,
2018; Cox, 2005), each term implying a difference in the data exchanged, the relative formality
of the exchange and the power balance between the parties engaged in the exchange. In
determining the modality of each term as it relates to the closeness of the working relationship
between the family and the school, it would be fair to ascribe a higher modality to the term
“collaboration” than to the terms “consultation” and “cooperation” since each of the latter terms
have connotations of parties being drawn into relationship at the behest of the more influential
partner.

Premised on the idea that family-school relationships are foundational to improving educational
outcomes, particularly for students with disability (Summers, Hoffman, Marquis, Turnbull,
Poston & Nelson, 2005; Childre & Chambers, 2005; Frankl, 2005), studies undertaken by Blue
Banning, Summers, Franklin, Nelson & Beege in 2004 and Summers, Hoffman, Marquis,
Turnbull, Poston & Nelson in 2005, identified six domains integral to the family-school
partnership: professional skills, commitment, respect, trust, communication and equality.
Although limited in scope, the Summers’ study attempted to measure the satisfaction of parents
related to the six domains and pointed to the need for further broad-based research into how data
captured through tools such as the Family-Professional Partnership Scale (Summers et.al, 2005)
in order to “eliminate barriers to high quality partnerships” and inform the training of
professionals working with families (Summers et. al, 2005, p. 79). While it is difficult to
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estimate the effect of the Summers and Blue-Banning studies on practice, their influence on
frameworks such as the Family-School Partnership Framework (developed by Australian
Council of State School Organisations, the Australian Parents’ Council and the Australian
Government, and endorsed by state and federal Education Ministers in 2008) is evident. In fact,
the six domains at the core of the Summers study are reflected in several of the eleven key
principles that underpin the Family-School Partnership Framework, namely:

3.

Families are the first and continuing educators of their children …..

5.

Families and schools value quality teaching and respect teachers’ professional
expertise …

7.

Family-school partnerships are based on mutual responsibility, respect and trust.
(DEEWR, 2008, p. 4)

The Framework is supported by a School Assessment tool that encourages evaluation of familyschool partnerships on a whole-school level rather than on the level of individual collaborative
relationships between school personnel and families. While the tool has some utility in
reviewing structures and practices with a view to enhancing parent engagement, it does not
attempt to gather data from parents that might inform the design of professional development for
teachers engaged in collaborative experiences with parents.

There is, however, a wealth of literature that interrogates the perceptions of parents involved in
family-school collaborations aimed at planning for students with disability. Before delving into
this literature, it is also relevant to consider how parents are perceived by school representatives.
Baquedano-López, Alexander & Hernandez (2013 p. 163) contend that parental involvement in
schools is characterised by “pervasive deficit framings …especially as it concerns the
educational experiences on non-dominant students”. Although the Baquedano-López study dealt
mainly with parents of diverse cultural backgrounds and low socio-economic status, it can be
extrapolated that “non-dominant students” would include students with disability (particularly
where disability intersects with non-dominant cultural status and low socio-economic status).
The study postulated that parent involvement practices in schools can marginalise certain parent
cohorts while privileging others and that questioning or “advocacy” in response to these
practices can lead to non-dominant parents being perceived by schools as “problems”. The
researchers emphasised the benefits of schools adopting “empowerment approaches” to engaging
non-dominant parents as this would serve to

rearticulate the agency of parents as critics and transformers of education to redress
economic and other power imbalances that continue to exclude them and their families
(Baquedano-López, Alexander & Hernandez , 2013, p. 173).

The study stopped short of proposing empowerment approaches. This would seem to be an area
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ripe for future research, particularly as it relates to parental engagement and encouragement of
agency in parents of students with disability.
Parents’ frustrations with what they perceive as alienating or disenfranchising school practices
related to planning for their children constitutes a significant theme in the literature. Cavendish
and Connor (2018 p. 33) point to parents feeling deprived of the opportunity to provide input
into the planning process while Zeitlin and Curcic (2014) go further, citing parental beliefs that
“schools would do everything in their power to seal the boundaries and keep parents out” and
describing “a sense of complexity, uncertainty, anxiety and vulnerability that came with the IEP
meetings” (Zeitlin & Curcic, p. 379). In a study by Valle and Aponte (2002, p.471), Jan Valle
captured Elsie Aponte’s lived experience of parental disenfranchisement describing how she
entered her first IEP meeting with complete trust in the members of the committee on Special
Education but left the meeting confused having not been privy to “all the paperwork” and being
expected to “absorb all that information in five minutes while they all stared at (her)”.
Findings in the 2015 study of Rodrigues, Campos, Chaves & Martins echo Elsie Aponte’s
sentiments about the alienating effect of some school communication strategies. The study
found that 90.9% of teachers used parent meetings as a communication strategy and contributing
to family involvement in school life (that) is distinctly formal and bureaucratic in nature”
(Rodrigues, Campos, Chaves & Martins, p. 315).

There are a number of studies that explore how a sub-set of parents of students with disability
seek to empower themselves in the context of family-school collaborations. Often the research
centres around the concept of “advocacy” defined by Burke, Lee & Rios (2019, p. 969) as
“acting on behalf of an individual to ensure their needs are met”. While Burke, Lee & Rios
asserted that there is a universal recognition of the need for parent advocacy in securing services
for students with disability (2019, p. 969), logic dictates that advocacy would only be necessary
in the absence of effective, equitable collaborative practices between home and school. Lake and
Billingsley (2000) explored the factors that contributed to potentially collaborative parent-school
relationships descending into distinctly adversarial ones. Chief among these factors was the
tendency for school representatives to characterise students with disability in terms of deficits
rather than potential. The researchers called for attention “to be paid to the whole child and his
or her abilities, strengths, aspirations, and needs” (Lake and Billingsley, 2000, p. 249), an
injunction met by a slew of educational guidelines and policies invoking the need for strengthsbased planning for students with disability (ACARA, 2019; NESA, 2019 a).

While acknowledging that some educators indulge in deficit-based discussions about students
with disability, studies indicated that some parents are biased in their approach to discussing
adjustments and support for their children (Bang, 2016, 2017, 2018). Bang (2018) warned of the
dangers inherent in parents focussing in a laser-like way on what they perceive to be the needs of
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their child to the exclusion of the views and interests of other parties.

If parents have no regard for other children, productive collaborations cannot be
established and the teacher’s pedagogical direction might be forfeited, which could
ultimately be detrimental for the parent’s own child (p. 1797).
The Disability Standards for Education 2005 support Bang’s concerns, directing that all those
engaged in discussions around the provision of adjustments for students with disability
endeavour to “balanc(e) the interests of all parties affected, including those of the student with
the disability, the education provider, staff and other students” (Commonwealth of Australia,
2006, p. 44).
Bang’s research also cautioned that truly collaborative relationships between parents and
teachers are not always conflict-free. Indeed, Bang asserted that, rather than shy away from
potential disagreements, more opportunities should be sought for parents and teachers to
interrogate the assumptions of the other with “frankness and authenticity” (Bang, p. 1796).

Attempts have been made in recent research to capture the range of agentic roles played by
parents in the context of family-school collaborations. Gerdes, Goei, Huizinga & De Ruyter
(2020) describe parent roles as falling into one of three categories - observer/informer,
advocate/broker and partaker/co-constructor - with each role being contingent on the relative
degree of equality assumed by the parent within the collaborative relationship. This research is
particularly relevant to practice as it nominates three key aspects of equality of condition - access
to resources, recognition of expertise and acknowledgement of authority - that need to be in
place for meaningful co-work to occur and parental agency to be harnessed in the cause of
improved outcomes for students.

2.8.5

Implications for Practice

The mere fact that collaborations occur around the provision of adjustments for students with
disability does not mean that they are always effective. For collaborations to achieve a purpose
beyond compliance to legislation and policy, research suggests that attention needs to be
focussed on overcoming barriers to effective and sustainable collaborative practice (Shaddock,
MacDonald, Hook, Girocelli & Arthur-Kelly, 2010; Ferguson, 2008). Tools for reviewing
practical, cultural and attitudinal barriers to healthy family-school collaborations should,
therefore, be routinely employed and practices established in response to these regular reviews.
Indeed, the NCCD has built this kind of review into its model.
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As the NCCD process is part of the whole-school approach to personalised learning and
support, it is important for the school team to facilitate feedback from all stakeholders
and to provide opportunities for collaborative discussions about progress and future
planning (NCCD, 2019 e).
It remains for schools to clearly identify and value parents and students as “stakeholders” and
work towards supporting their agency in family-school collaborations.

It should also be acknowledged that formal family-school collaborations such as Personalised
Planning meetings should not be restricted to the core student-parent-teacher group when there is
clear evidence regarding the utility and effectiveness of co-opting others in the design of specific
adjustments and supports (Chandroo, Strnadová, & Cumming, 2020; Strnadová & Cumming
2014; Cobb & Alwell, 2009). Personalised Planning for a student with disability across the
various stages of schooling may also involve an array of school, family and community-based
stakeholders based on the particular support needs of the student at the time of planning as well
as the long and short term planning goals identified for the student.

In high schools, planning for transition to a post-school environment is a key theme of
Personalised Planning meetings. Cobb and Alwell (2009) pointed to the need for schools to
create well-constructed transition plans that focussed on the acquisition of a blend of academic
and non-academic skills, the development of social and community supports and student-centred
career preparation. This type of transition planning depends on the input of a number of
collaborators beyond the student-parent-Learning Support teacher hub. Collaborators could
include Careers Advisors and Vocational Education teachers, members of the extended family,
allied health professionals and community representatives, each offering different perspectives
on the student’s needs, strengths and interests. This input can be garnered within the context of
Personalised Planning meetings and in more targeted collaborations outside the meetings. As
Cobb and Alwell (2009) ascertained, however, the absence of a comprehensive transition model
can lead to gaps in practice. In Australia, while there is sector-specific advice around transition
planning available to schools there is no government-mandated transition model for students
transitioning to post-school options. Dally, Ralston, Strnadová, Dempsey and Chambers (2019)
argue that these gaps in practice are exacerbated by a lack of specificity in professional
development as to how special education and general teachers can work collaboratively towards
inclusive goals for students with disability.
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2.9

Agency

2.9.1

Introduction

The concept of agency is integral to this research. The extent to which the teachers, students and
parents engaged in collaborations exercise their agency influences how they view the fruits of
those collaborations, in this case, the adjustments and supports that facilitate access to learning.
The greater the sense of ownership of decisions made within the collaborative context, the
greater the likelihood that adjustments will be effective. Likewise, the more opportunities
participants have to exercise agency, the greater the likelihood that skills associated with selfdetermination will develop

self-determination skills such as goal setting, planning, problem solving, and decision
making, relate to a person's individual reasoning ability, but this reasoning ability has
part of its origin in dialogue with others (Garrels & Arvidsson, 2019 p. 7).

In their literature review of studies into student voice spanning twenty years (1990-2010),
Gonzalez, Hernandez-Saca & Artiles (2017, p. 451) reinforce the link between expressions of
agency, or “voice”, and the disruption of “the silenced perspectives of marginalised groups”.
Their review concluded that much of the research into student voice tended to focus on racial or
ethnic marginalised youth and that “the time is ripe to build on these efforts with attention to
other axes of marginalization such as disability”. The reasons for this gap in research are
explored below.

2.9.2

The Voice of Students with Intellectual Disability in Research
Literature

Turner (1980), in a classic study, attributed the absence of the voice of people with intellectual
disability in research to a pervading societal perception that people with intellectual disability
were unable to articulate their own opinions and beliefs. In his 1996 research, Goodley
attempted to expose the fallacy of this perception by examining how a life history approach
could be used to capture the perspectives of people with intellectual disability (referred to as
learning difficulties in his study). Goodley concluded that a life history approach in which the
researcher works closely with the participant with intellectual disability to elicit that person’s
lived experience is a valid way of providing an opportunity for self-expression while challenging
the assumption that “the views and opinions of people with learning difficulties, neither exist nor
matter” (p. 345). He cautioned, however, that
(Giving) a voice to people with learning difficulties may well be empowering, but in
masking the processes involved in eliciting stories, (the) researcher may well be part of
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a process of disempowerment (Goodley, p. 345).
A degree of self-consciousness is necessary on the part of the researcher when collecting and
interpreting data from participants with disability (Irvine, 2010; Coons & Watson, 2013).
Despite interview responses at times being brief, it is imperative that the voice of the interviewee
with intellectual disability be captured rather than the voice of the researcher “leading the
witness”. In their study Coons and Watson (2013) contended that the views of participants with
disability are more authentically represented if measures are taken in research design to address
the power imbalance between academics and participants. Irvine (2010) proposed that
scheduling time in the research period for researchers and participants to develop relationships, is
an effective way of addressing participant reticence. Moreover, “familiarization assisted in (the
researcher) learning the language that the participants use and, at times, reduced the need for a
translator” (Irvine, 2010, p. 27). Establishing relationships with participants with intellectual
disability emerged as a research prerequisite in the review of phenomenological studies using
interviews for data collection undertaken by Corby, Taggert and Cousins (2015). Flexibility of
approach was also highlighted as a method of eliciting authentic perspectives

this may mean that rather than prompting people with intellectual disability to answer a
series of questions, instead the researcher merely asks about their experience and listens
for both what is said and unsaid (p. 464).

The most salient finding of Corby, Taggert and Cousins review was that, despite the challenges
presented in interviewing people with intellectual disability, the benefits of this method of data
collection are considerable, in that it allows

the voices of people with intellectual disability to be heard, while challenging
researchers not to attempt to ‘‘. . .prove or disprove, not to provide irrefutable
evidence...’’ (Smythe et al., p. 1391), but instead create discussion and questions about
issues of concern to people with intellectual disability (Corby, Taggert and Cousins,
2015, p. 464).

Kubiak (2017) posited that it is not only students with disability who are the beneficiaries of
strategies aimed at encouraging agency and autonomy. In his study he concluded that capturing
the voice of college students with intellectual disability yielded a perspective about the teaching
and learning process beneficial to educators and educational institutions. He also theorised that
the exercise of encouraging the voice of students with intellectual disability promoted a more
inclusive mindset. While not working specifically with students with disability, Flutter (2007 p.
352) reinforced the concept of student voice effecting improvements to practice by “unlock(ing)
the shackles of habit that so often bind teachers to their familiar routines of practice and
thought”. It would seem to follow that research aimed at capturing student voice would utilise
methods catering for voices of marginalised students such as those with intellectual disability but
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these voices, for the most part, remain muted by research methodology favouring the “more
articulate … (those who) are more likely to shape the decisions of their peers and to be “heard”
by their teachers - leaving others, ironically, feeling disenfranchised in an initiative specifically
designed to empower them” (MacBeath, 2003, p. 42).

Efforts to capture the authentic voice of individuals with intellectual disability have given rise to
a range of innovative data collection methods including photographic diaries, photovoice
techniques and photographic elicitation techniques. Such methods are characteristic of
participatory research that seeks to both uncover new insights but also to establish an empathy
between researcher and participants (Aldridge, 2019). Applying such methods to research
conducted in high schools requires a high degree of logistical planning and risks falling victim to
time constraints and difficulties in acquiring school and systemic permissions.

Undoubtedly, data collection from school-aged students with intellectual disability is challenging
but until targeted strategies for capturing the voice of these students is applied in research into
“student voice” some student voices will continue to be underrepresented.

2.9.3

Eliciting the Student Voice

The number of people who claim a stake in decision-making processes for a student with
disability is significantly higher than for other children. Health professionals, special educators,
general educators, community service providers and researchers all play significant roles in
determining what services a student with a disability will receive. The consumers of these
services – the children and young people with disability and their families - are often side-lined
in decision-making processes that purport to be collaborative (Todd, 2007). Byrnes and
Rickards (2011) suggest that an over-reliance on the opinions of non-consumers will see service
delivery doomed to failure because no matter how “empathetic they may be, it is impossible for
them to fully understand the life experiences of students with disabilities.” In examining the
reason why some Individual Education Plans (Personalised Plans) fail, Goldthorpe (2001, p. 9)
proposes that “no one had thought to share the whole plan with the child concerned”. Similarly,
Shaddock, MacDonald, Hook, Girocelli & Arthur-Kelly (2010, p. 69) bemoan the lost
“opportunity to enlist students in their own learning” brought about by the practices of not
inviting students to Personalised Planning meetings and not assisting students to actively
participate in meetings. Student participation in their IEPs (Personalised Planning) is regarded as
effective evidence-based practice. The implementation of such practice remains inconsistent
across various contexts and jurisdictions (Pounds & Cuevas, 2019). The inconsistency of student
participation in collaborations that generate student supports and adjustments was demonstrated
in a 2014 study by the Office of State Superintendents of Education in the US. It noted that
students with disability only spoke for 3% of the time in IEP meetings while general educators
talked for 19% of the meeting’s duration, family members 16% and special educators, a
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disproportionate 55% (Biegun, Peterson, McNaught & Sutterfield, 2020, p. 348). Cavendish and
Connor (2018) propose a reason for the relative silence of students in the jargon-dense context of
the IEP meeting, namely, that they had received minimal instruction to encourage their
participation. This lack of preparedness leads to increased disengagement for students who
already experience comprehension difficulties. The failure to capture the voice of students with
disability in Personalised Planning has critical consequences as these students prepare to
transition beyond school. Strnadová and Cumming (2014) identified a lack of self-determined
involvement by students with developmental disabilities in their own transition planning and
concluded that this led to academic, social, vocational and family goals not being met.

Messiou (2011, p. 1320) suggests that not allowing students a voice in the individual planning
process also amounts to a lost opportunity for schools as students can “provide solutions to
issues that are of importance to them and therefore provide schools with ideas on how to become
more inclusive”. Certainly, without due consideration of the views of students and families,
family-school relationships can never be deemed authentically collaborative nor can Personalised
Plans be considered student-centred.

In attempting to capture the voices of the students there is a need for interview questions to be
framed in such a way as to make language and concepts accessible for participants whose verbal
comprehension, processing and working memory skills are functionally low. In doing so,
however, it is important to not lose the essence of the question or underestimate or patronise the
responder. Hollowmotz (2018, p. 166) cautioned researchers to remember that individuals with
intellectual disability are a highly diverse population and in interviewing these individuals a high
degree of flexibility is required, including “adjust(ing) the depth of questioning in order to work
with the response styles of the participants”. Some of the response styles identified by
Hollowmotz included acquiescence or “yeah-saying”, unresponsiveness (the disposition of being
unwilling rather than unable to respond) and recency (the tendency to pick the last option from a
series of choices presented by the interviewer). While these response styles may be encountered
in the interviews with student participants in this research, it is envisaged that growing
familiarity between interviewer and interviewees across the three interview sets will decrease the
frequency of these types of answers (particularly where interview questions were accessible). A
visual tool, the My Support Plan scaffold, will be employed to facilitate responses from student
participants and encourage conversations. Hollowmotz utilised similar visual cues in facilitating
interviews with people with intellectual disability (Hollowmotz, 2018).
This researcher found the use of concrete reference tools particularly useful….They can
provide words to less articulate respondents and enable them to have some control in
selecting what to discuss (p. 167).

Whitehurst (2006) explored a range of tools and strategies to elicit the voices of students with
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intellectual disability including the use of Makaton, photographs and “Talking Mats” (that were
conceptually similar to the My Support Plan tool). She observed that, “mechanisms used to
facilitate the complex communication exchange were individually dependent upon the student’s
preferred method of engaging and communicating” (p. 58).

There is agreement among researchers whose studies involve students with intellectual disability
that supporting the student voice “requires considerable investments of time, resources and
expertise. It also needs to be planned carefully and imaginatively, recognising that considerable
skill and patience is required” (Lewis, Davison, Ellins, Niblett, Parsons, Robertson, & Sharpe,
2007, p. 195). In their three-year study of middle, junior high and high school IEP meetings,
Martin, Marshall and Sale (2004, p. 295) also identified the importance of explicitly teaching the
student about the meeting process, the nature and impact of the student’s disability, meeting
terminology and the roles of meeting participants (including their own role). The researcher
pointed to the importance of undertaking the necessary groundwork to encourage the student
voice by teaching participation skills including skills of self-advocacy and self-regulation. Once
captured, the unique perspective of students with disability towards the effectiveness of their
own support plans can inform both individual and systemic improvements. In a study involving
442 students with disability, Byrnes (2004) found they had firm opinions about adjustments that
directly affected them, including the provision of teacher’s aides, with one-third expressing a
preference for more support and one fifth desiring less support. Indeed, the promotion of selfdetermination skills in young people with disability was identified by Chou, Wehmeyer, Palmer
and Lee (2017) as integral to social inclusion and contributed to improved post-school outcomes.

The value placed on student opinion is an aspect of family-school collaborations that should be
scrutinised in deliberations regarding adjustments. When students’ views are ignored,
discounted, misinterpreted or subjugated, student agency can be undermined rather than
enhanced by participating in Personalised Planning meetings. Lewis et.al. (2007, p. 195)
concluded that “genuine improvements in educational provision” would result if “serious
consideration be given both to the processes of hearing (student) views and to the nature of those
views”. The Australian Student Wellbeing Framework launched in October 2018 (Education
Services Australia, 2018, p. 9) encourages schools to revise their practices in an effort to
encourage the student voice identifying the provision of “opportunities for effective student
decision-making over matters which affect them” as a key way of achieving this outcome. This
sentiment has been echoed in submissions made during the recent Review of the Melbourne
Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians. The resultant draft declaration posits,

Student voice should ... be taken into account so they have influence over their learning
(Education Council, 2019, pp. 8-9).

It is evident in the frameworks mentioned above that there is a growing recognition among
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Australian educators, education consumers, community advocates and policy makers that the
student voice is integral to improving educational and wellbeing outcomes and that a targeted
approach is required to capture this voice particularly if the student has an intellectual disability.

2.9.4

Parental Agency

As referred to in Section 2.8.4, the agency of parents in family-school collaborative relationships
can take different forms depending on the degree of equality parents assume within those
relationships. Parents with limited agency are best identified as playing the role of observers of
their child’s learning performance or informers of particular concerns. As parents approximate
more equality with teacher-collaborators, they may assume the agentic role of advocates/brokers,
translating the needs of the child to the school. A high degree of parental agency is demonstrated
when parents become partakers/co-constructors, part of a family-school team transforming
knowledge to meet student needs. Gerdes, et. al (2020 p. 17) urge caution when it comes to
striving to reach an unattainable goal of parents as equal agents in family-school collaborative
relationships. They take a more pragmatic view, acknowledging that it takes time and effort to
develop the type of relationship between home and school in which parents assume the role of
partakers/co-constructors.

Goodall and Montgomery (2014, p.400) see parental agency as being achieved within an
“equitable” rather than an equal relationship with the school. They posit that the agency of
parents and teachers are interdependent and relational, that parents and teachers can re-interpret
“their own and each other’s role and agentic positions as they move along the continuum” of
engagement.

2.9.5

Teacher Agency

Lyons, Thompson and Timmons (2016) in examining the implementation of inclusive education
in Canada, proposed that the agency of individual teachers in inclusive schools is greatly
enhanced when the collective agency of the teaching staff is focused on building a culture of
inclusivity through sharing ideas, practices and information. Without the support of colleagues
and school leaders and an understanding of the centrality of a whole school approach to
inclusion, the agency of individual teachers in the context of family-school collaborations is
undermined (Shaddock et. al, 2009). A lack of student-specific knowledge or a lack of
confidence in their ability to navigate family-school collaborations towards positive outcomes
can also impede teacher agency. Mereoiu, Abercrombie and Murray (2016) contend that
improved partnerships between families and schools will only emerge from teacher professional
development that allows teachers to develop collaborative skills and access safe opportunities to
understand themselves in challenging and novel circumstances”.
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2.10

Theoretical Framework - Self-determination and Agency

Ahearn (2001, p. 112) proffered a provisional definition of the term agency that serves to
highlight how expressions of agency are contingent upon social context. She viewed “agency”
as “the socio-culturally mediated capacity to act” and explained that “all action is socioculturally mediated both in its production and its interpretation”. Indeed, this research is framed
around the interpretation of the agency of the participants involved in a collaborative
relationship. It attempts to gauge the extent to which agency is constrained or encouraged within
that relationship, a relationship that is influenced by two distinct socio-cultural contexts - the
home and the school. A central focus of this research is the agency of the student around whom
the family-school collaborative relationship is formed. Discerning the agency or the “voice” of
the student participants in this study required more interpretation on the part of the researcher
than might have been necessary in interpreting the voice of the other participants. Tuning into
the student voice is particularly important in collaborative environments where it can be filtered
through parents and teachers who apply their own interpretations as to the intent of student
communication. Parents and teacher proxies always play a part in capturing and representing the
student voice of students with significant language and comprehension difficulties. The extent to
which this type of mediation impacts on the self-determined choices of the students involved in
the research will be explored in this study in each of the case studies. Wehmeyer and Abery
(2013, p. 401) found that “a host of factors, both external and internal to the person .. have the
potential to either enhance or limit self-determination” in people with intellectual disability.
Reliance on proxies in situations where choices are made regarding appropriate supports and
adjustments could reasonably be regarded as an “external factor”.

The concept of self-determination is inextricably linked to the concept of agency. Selfdetermination is described by Wehmeyer (1992) as
the attitudes and abilities required to act as the primary causal agent in one’s life and to
make choices regarding one’s actions free from undue external influence or interference
(p. 305).

Elaborating on this concept, Wehmeyer (2004) promulgated Causal Agency Theory as a
framework to account for how people become causal agents in their own lives, how they become
more self-determined.

Because self-determination is a concept not immediately associated with people with intellectual
disability, a population that relies heavily on external support, in 2005 Wehmeyer was prompted
to clarify this definition using a more functional model –
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(Self-determined behaviour) refers to volitional actions that enable one to act as the
primary causal agent in one’s life and to maintain or improve one’s quality of life
(p. 117).
When Wehmeyer’s qualified definition of self-determination is applied to this research it
provides a lens to analyse the significance of collaborative opportunities within which student
participants are able to act with volition. Wehmeyer (2014) explains that collaborative
opportunities for young people with intellectual disability are key to the development of selfdetermination, an attribute he considers to be a prerequisite to successful outcomes in
adulthood –

The movement from adolescence to adulthood is particularly difficult for young people
with disabilities ….. For their families and schools, promoting self-determination
becomes even more important to ensure the transition to adulthood (p. 178).

The role played by families in fostering self-determination in young people with disability
cannot be underestimated. Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model (1979, 1994, 1995) identifies
the significance of enduring patterns of proximal processes in the development of a child, chief
among these being the interactions between parent and child. Parents are an integral part of a
microsystem for their children, that microsystem being impacted by “both immediate and more
remote (environments), in which the processes are taking place” (Bronfenbrenner, 1995, p.621)
as well as factors intrinsic to the child. Both parents and teachers are described by
Bronfenbrenner as instigators and maintainers of reciprocal interactions with the developing
child (Bronfenbrenner, 1995, p.638). The ecological model of Bronfenbrenner, including its
notion of “mezosystems” which reiterates the importance of the interaction across contexts, was
recently adapted for the holistic analyses of multiple interactional contexts of students with
disabilities (Strnadová & Cumming, 2015). This being the case, the proximal processes in which
parents and teachers engage with a developing child, can presumably be done with the common
purpose to optimise developmental outcomes. Palmer (2010 p.6) points to the need for education
providers and families to work towards common goals, utilising collaborative opportunities to
bolster skill development not only in the school context but also in the home.

The value placed on the development of self-determination skills must also be shared by all the
teachers of a student with disability if those skills are to be appropriately targeted in teaching
programs. Shogren, Plotner, Palmer, Wehmeyer & Paek (2014, p. 445) suggest that teachers of
students with disability “do not frequently observe self-determined behaviour in the classroom
because of a lack of opportunity for students to use these skills”.

Finally, the exercise of agency on the part of the student in relation to the determination of the
planning of adjustments and supports is not entirely dependent on having the skill to do so. It

51

may also be a question of will. Agency can also be expressed by choosing not to participate in
the collaborative planning process. If the student does not see the relevance of the collaborative
process to their learning or their future, or if they view collaborations as focusing predominantly
on deficits rather than on strengths and interests, they may not be inclined to participate (Martin,
Marshall & Sale, 2004). When students mentally check out of collaborations that directly affect
adjustments to learning and teaching, the prospect of those adjustments being effective is greatly
diminished. The fact that the students may be physically present under such circumstances may
serve to undermine rather than enhance skills of self-determination. When students with
disability are routinely relegated to the role of witnesses in collaborations about them,
dependency is reinforced rather than independence nurtured. The mantra of Disability Rights
activist, James Charleton, should, therefore, echo in the ears of those organising collaborative
planning meetings - “Nothing about us, without us” (Charleton, 1998).

2.11

Summary

This literature review interrogated the concepts of collaboration and agency. It examined the
different types of collaborations taking place in NSW high schools to support the inclusion of
students with disability in high schools, particularly the collaborative relationship involving
parents, students with disability and teachers. In focusing on these family-school collaborations,
literature pointing to barriers to collaboration was considered. In addition to logistical and
cultural barriers, the idea of lack of participant agency as a barrier to authentic collaborative
practice was analysed.
A particular focus of the chapter was “student voice”. Difficulties in authentically capturing this
voice in studies involving participants with intellectual disability were explored as were ethical
and methodological measures taken to address these difficulties. A theoretical framework was
outlined that connected types of agentic expression in students with disability to the development
of self-determination.

The chapter also identified gaps in research literature particularly as they apply to the current
Australian educational context. Given that collaborative practices are foundational to the annual
NCCD, there has been little research to date around how effective collaborations between
families and schools can be supported. Further research into strategies and practices that
encourage parental engagement and agency in collaborations focused on establishing reasonable
adjustments is of critical relevance. Exploration of targeted approaches to capturing the voice of
students with intellectual disability in collaborations is not only integral to the Personalised
Planning process but to the broader educational goal of the development of self-determination
skills.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
3.1

Introduction

This research centres on the concept of agency. It explores the agentic experiences of high
school students with intellectual disability, their parents and their teachers in collaborations
about the adjustments needed to provide access to the curriculum and inclusion in school life.
As referenced in the previous chapter, Ahearn’s (2001, p.112) definition of agency as a “socioculturally mediated capacity to act” is one that is particularly relevant to this research as it
encapsulates the intersection of the agency of different individuals within a socio-cultural
context. The collaborations described in this study represent one such socio-cultural context and
the agentic expressions of students, parents and teachers are examined in light of the factors that
contribute to individual agency being enhanced or dampened.

Research was framed around the following research question and sub-questions:

How do individual participants in family-school collaborations exercise agency in the
design and implementation of reasonable adjustments for students with disabilities in
high schools?

How do teachers and parents influence outcomes and develop relationships in
family-school collaborations aimed at designing and implementing reasonable
adjustments for students with disabilities in high schools?

How do students with disability participating in family-school collaborations
exercise agency in the design and implementation of reasonable adjustments?

How are barriers to collaboration (if present) identified and addressed?
A social constructivist approach was employed in order to gain insight into the participants’ own
perceptions of their specific contexts and how they influence systems and relationships within
those contexts. The multiple case study methodology chosen for this study was consistent with
this approach. Creswell’s (2007, p. 73) definition of case study research being “the study of an
issue explored through one or more cases within a bounded system (i.e., a setting, a context)” is
particularly apt since the research design in this study incorporates three student cases in each of
two high school settings within a school precinct. The “bounded system” could, therefore, be
interpreted as the system or precinct or as each of the individual high schools or research sites.
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In keeping with a naturalistic paradigm, this study was supported by several foundational
axioms, namely: that realities are “multiple, constructed and holistic”; that they are influenced by
a relationship with the “knower” (that “knower” being, simultaneously, the researcher, the
research participants and the research audience) and the “known”; that only time and context
bound hypotheses can result; that “all entities are in a state of mutual, simultaneous shaping” and
that values will affect inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 37). Recognising the significant impact
of the interaction between researcher and participants and among individual participants in this
research is key to any analysis of agency. The fluidity of relationships and co-shaped realities
are also impacted by external political and systemic agendas such as the roll out of the Nationally
Consistent Collection of Data on Students with Disability (NCCD), its associated
accountabilities around parent consultation and collegial collaborations and the Diocesan
systemic requirement that data related to each student with a disability by recorded on an online
Personalised Plan (PP).

This chapter offers an overview of the methods used to collect data around the research questions
noted above. Further, it gives a rationale for the case study research design and the employment
of the qualitative methods of interview and document analysis that contributed to the
construction of the five case studies fundamental to this study. An explanation of the educational
and political context in which the research takes place and descriptions of the two research sites
and the student learning profiles are included in the chapter to provide background about factors
that influenced the research. Conceptual and analytical frameworks are outlined to clarify
concepts that informed the design and conduct of the research and questions that guided the
analysis of the data collected. The chapter also addresses ethical considerations such as
participant vulnerability, the power imbalance among participants and the role of the researcher.
Finally, the chapter outlines measures taken to ensure the trustworthiness of the data.

3.2

Research Design

It is important to distinguish between the “methodology” that frames this research and the
methods employed within it. Kramer-Kile (2012, p. 30) proposes “method describes the
specifics of “doing” qualitative research, while methodology outlines the reasons why a
researcher makes specific choices in the design itself. Methodology is a bridge between theory
and method, with the central focus on articulating why certain methods are appropriate given
one’s theoretical stance.” Given that Causal Agency Theory and the related construct of selfdetermination underpin this research, it follows that a methodology be utilised that provides a
lens for participants’ insights into their own agency and self-determination as well as a means for
analysing the interplay between participants’ agentic actions and their context. Case study
methodology is “precise, descriptive and heuristic” (Merriam, 2009, p. 46), allowing for the type
of analysis and hypothesising that would contribute to the body of research in this area. This
methodology is also compatible with data collection techniques that are scaffolded, flexible and
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responsive to potential social-emotional and comprehension barriers that may encountered by
student participants with intellectual disability inhibiting their agentic expression. In other
words, it is an approach that supports agency in the context of interviews and encourages
participant reflection about the exercise of agency in the context of Personalised Planning.
Key to case study research is “investigation and analysis of a single or collective case, intended
to capture the complexity of the object of study” (Hyett, Kenny & Dickson-Swift, 2014, p. 2). In
the case of this research, the “object of study” was the collaborative relationship between
students with disabilities, their parents and their teachers and the extent to which this relationship
facilitates agency in the various parties as reasonable adjustments are negotiated. The inclusion
of five collaborative clusters, composed of student, parent and teacher, across two high school
sites provided scope for the type of replication logic intrinsic to the multi-case study approach
described by Yin (2003) –

..upon uncovering a significant finding from a single experiment, the immediate
research goal would be to replicate this finding by conducting a second, third and even
more experiments … Only with such replications would the original finding be
considered robust and worthy of continued investigation or interpretations (p. 47).

Each collaborative cluster in this study was composed of the student for whom a Personalised
Plan was being developed, that student’s parent and a teacher who would be instrumental in
implementing the plan. Although a prerequisite middle leadership role was not specified, the
Learning Support Coordinator in each high school became the teacher participant in all the
clusters at that site. Data collected from each collaborative cluster shaped and defined the five
case studies and yielded perspectives that allowed for in-depth analysis of the issue at the core of
this research - the exercise of agency in collaborations between families and schools. An
understanding of the context of each of the cases was developed through discussions with school
principals during the recruitment process and through the analysis of artefacts like student
Personal Plans, related diagnostic documents and Annual School Reports.

3.3

Context

Research design for this study capitalised on collaborative processes and tools already being
utilised at both sites. To fulfill obligations intrinsic to the Disability Discrimination Act 1992
(DDA) and the Disability Standards for Education 2005 (DSE), teachers from the two high
schools routinely consulted with parents of students with disability in order to develop and
review adjustments “to assist a student with a disability to access syllabus outcomes and content
on the same basis as their peers” (NESA, 2019 f). Imperatives for consultation have been
strengthened by the advent of annual recording and reporting requirements associated with the
NCCD and by Catholic Schools NSW systemic protocols that oblige schools to develop
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Personalised Plans using an online platform for every student identified as having some form of
disability consistent with the DDA definition. Accountabilities associated with the current
system, state and national agendas have influenced a reliance on more formal approaches to
consultations and collaborations involving negotiations around individualised adjustments than
has previously been the case. The two high schools in this study were obliged to conduct
Personalised Planning meetings for students with disability and their families at least once a
year. In order to capture the perceptions of personal agency of the participants involved in these
meetings, semi-structured interviews were scheduled immediately following two of these annual
Personalised Planning meetings at a midpoint between them. While the focus of the interviews
was primarily on how participants viewed their agency within the context of the formal
meetings, inevitably, examination of the agency of participants in ongoing family-school
exchanges ensued.

3.4

Role of Researcher

My role as a Professional Officer working with Learning Support Coordinators in the two
research sites placed me in a fluid position on the insider-outsider continuum and flagged a need
to be mindful of the balance of power when gathering data for this research. On one hand,
according to the criterion of insider status postulated by Robson (2002, p. 297) namely, having a
direct connection with the research settings and with the Learning Support Coordinator
participants within those settings, I was an insider. On the other hand, while I was in working
relationships with the Learning Support Coordinator participants, I was not part of the staff of
either school and, therefore, I was not privy to the deep, cultural knowledge that comes from
being a member of a school community. This made me an “outsider”.

My capacity as supervisor and system-level expert created a power imbalance between the
Learning Support Coordinator participants and me. The fact that I was required to articulate
policy directives and reinforce system and legislative accountabilities, situated me in a position
of authority in relation to Learning Support Coordinator participants which affected the way the
Learning Support Coordinator participants might have regarded me. This had the potential, in
the context of data collection, of inducing self-consciousness on their part as to how their
professional competency was perceived. My role did not, however, extend to direct supervision
or employment of the Learning Support Coordinators so my relationship with them was more
collegial than directorial, and therefore there was no dependent relationship with the participants.

As pointed out by Mercer (2007), because of my role as supervisor and my partial insider status,
it is sometimes difficult to draw clear boundaries between “where research stops and the rest of
life begins” (p. 6). My official role draws me into situations where Learning Support
Coordinators seek advice, clarification (or, sometimes, forgiveness) from me about matters of
policy or practice. The need for establishing clear expectations about not entering into
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professional conversations in research interviews was, therefore, an important consideration
when recruiting the Learning Support Coordinators for this study.

3.5

Sites

Participants for this research were recruited through two regular Catholic high schools in a single
precinct or diocese. The principals and Learning Support Coordinators in four Catholic high
schools in the same diocese were canvassed regarding their interest in engaging in this study.
These four high schools were selected because of the convenience of their locations and the fact
that I am familiar with these schools in my current role (refer to Section 3.4). Creswell (2013)
validates the approach of selecting sites based on convenience particularly when access and
rapport with participants within those sites has already been established. The sites were also
chosen because they were representative in terms of size and demographics of all eight diocesan
high schools. Of the four, two high schools showed immediate enthusiasm for the research with
principals expressing a desire for feedback from the study to inform collaborative practices. To
ensure the confidentiality of the participating schools, they are referred to by pseudonyms in this
paper – St Casimir’s Catholic High School and St Perpetua’s Catholic High School.
St Casimir’s Catholic High School is a high school that draws its student population of
approximately 1,000 from fifteen surrounding suburbs. This population is slightly higher than
most of the government high schools in the area (NSW Government, 2020). It is not a
particularly ethnically diverse school with students with a language background other than
English representing twelve percent of the school population and only three percent of its
students identifying as Indigenous. In the 2017 NCCD return, the school identified nineteen
percent of students as having some form of disability under the broad DDA definition and
requiring adjustments beyond the realm of Quality Differentiated Teaching Practice. Ostensibly,
by including this significant cohort of students in the NCCD, the school acknowledged that the
functional impacts of the disabilities of each of these students needed to be addressed (Australian
Government Department of Education and Training, 2014). Moreover, legislative and policy
obligations meant that the school committed itself to facilitate consultations with a fifth of its
student population and their parents or carers in order to negotiate personalised adjustments. Of
course, the complexity, frequency and duration of these consultations were informed by the level
of adjustment accessed by each of the students who were the focus of these consultations. The
school operates under an inclusive model of curriculum delivery with most adjustments for
students with disability occurring within the context of regular classrooms. It provides targeted
literacy and numeracy support, adjustments to learning and teaching programs and adjustments
to assessment for students who require additional support (St Casimir’s Diverse Learning Policy,
2016). The school implements two modest short-term intervention programs for students with
poor executive functioning skills who require support in organising and completing assignments
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and for students with low literacy. The three student participants in this study accessed both of
these interventions for varying periods.

Among the St Casimir's students described as requiring supplementary or substantial adjustments
were students with varying diagnosed or imputed disabilities that fell within the four broad
categories of disability identified in the NCCD, namely, physical, cognitive, sensory, and
social/emotional. Some students required adjustments to address needs in several of these
categories. It is from this population that the three student participants in this study were
recruited. All three students had intellectual disability diagnosed by psychologists. All three
students had social/emotional difficulties for which adjustments were being made.
St Perpetua’s Catholic High School is similar in size to St Casimir’s. Its student population is
drawn from both rural and suburban areas. Like St Casimir’s, St Perpetua’s is slightly larger in
terms of its student population to surrounding government high schools. Only five percent of the
student population belongs to a language background other than English and eight percent of
students identify as Indigenous. In the 2017 NCCD return, the school determined that seventeen
percent of students required some form of adjustment beyond the realm of Quality Differentiated
Teaching Practice and met the DDA definition of disability. Students with disability at St
Perpetua’s differed from the correlating St Casimir’s population in terms of complexity, severity
and diversity of disability, composed of almost double the number of students with Autism
Spectrum Disorder, several students with significant physical disabilities requiring extensive
adjustments in the areas of mobility and personal care, a similar number of students with mental
health disorders and almost three percent of the school’s population with intellectual disability, a
third of these in the moderate range of intellectual disability. While the school adopted a
primarily inclusive model of curriculum delivery, it had recently introduced two classes for
students with significant and complex learning needs. The structure of the junior and senior
classes allowed students to participate in lessons for part of the day in small groups while joining
larger cohorts for practical subjects like Personal Development, Health and Physical Education
(PDHPE), Creative Arts and Technical and Applied Science. The school adhered to a Response
to Intervention model in the area of Literacy Support, offering short-term literacy interventions
to students identified through extensive screening.

3.6

Participants

While students with a range of disabilities compatible with the definition provided in the
Disability Discrimination Act 1992 were considered for this study, student participants were
eventually drawn from the population of students with intellectual disability who were described
as requiring supplementary or substantial adjustments in the area of curriculum and who required
more frequent personalised planning than other students with disability in the two schools.
Learning Support Coordinators canvassed the idea of participation in the research with parents
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and students. Mrs S, the Learning Support Coordinator at St Casimir's identified three
prospective student candidates and Mrs W from St Perpetua's enlisted two. Three of the students
included in the study have intellectual disability in the moderate range and two have intellectual
disability in the mild range. The barriers to learning associated with each student’s particular
disability, for example, comprehension or communication difficulties, were considered when
shaping personalised support to facilitate participation in the interviews. Some students required
more prompting, some used a visual scaffold to help them identify their own support needs and
some required the presence of their parents in the interviews.
At St Casimir’s, the three student participants were female and all were in Year 8 at the
beginning of the data collection period. At St Perpetua’s there was one female student
participant who was in Year 10 at the commencement of this research and one male student
participant who was in Year 9 at the beginning of the data collection period. All student
participants were given Student Participant Information Sheets and Consent Forms (see
Appendix 5) by their Learning Support Coordinators who spent time reading through the
material explaining various concepts and answering questions. Learning Support Coordinators
opted to use the alternative Student Participant Information Sheets and Consent Forms
containing visual cues (see Appendix 6) with three students who experience significant
comprehension difficulties in order to buttress their understanding of the purpose of the research
and their role in it.

The remainder of each collaborative cluster was composed of one or two parents and the
Learning Support Coordinator. In the case of three of the collaborative clusters the participation
of fathers in the interviews at different points in the data collection was quite fluid. ‘Work
commitments’ was cited as the reason for non-attendance. One couple attended all parent
interviews and two mothers were the sole parent participants in their collaborative clusters.
Inevitably, the dynamics of parent interviews changed according to the composition of the
interview personnel.

Diagram 1: Composition of Collaborative Clusters at the Two Research Sites

St Casimir’s
Daria
Daria's
Mother

Elle

Mrs S

Elle's Mother

Msr S

Elle's
Personalised
Plan

Daria's
Personalised
Plan
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Harrison's
Mother &
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Crystal's
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Mrs W
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Personalised
Plan
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Pseudonyms will be used to protect the confidentiality of the students involved in the research.
The following brief profiles have been created from data supplied by Learning Support
Coordinators drawing on student files.
Daria attends St Casimir’s Catholic High School. When the data collection period began at the
end of 2016 Daria was in Year 8. Her Learning Support Coordinator identified significant
comprehension difficulties as well as deficits in perceptual reasoning, working memory and
processing speed as areas in her learning profile that informed the creation of adjustments
particularly with regard to instruction and participation in whole school events. Daria’s peer
relationships are sometimes impacted by her failure to pick up on social cues. A Wechsler
Intelligence Scale for Children: Edition Four (WISC-IV) (Weschler, 2003) assessment conducted
in 2014 indicated that Daria was functioning in the moderate range of intellectual disability. An
Adaptive Behaviour Assessment System: Second Edition (ABAS II) (Harrison & Oakland, 2003)
Report noted that Daria’s functional skills were low across several domains including Functional
Academics, School Living, Community Use, Self-direction and Health and Safety.

Daria attended a Catholic primary school where she accessed a discrete learning support centre
for a large proportion of her school day. At St Casimir’s Catholic High School, Daria is
undertaking a pattern of studies targeting Life Skills (refer to Glossary Chapter 1) outcomes in
all subjects in the context of regular (or ‘mainstream’) classes. A Teacher’s Aide has been
deployed to the majority of Daria’s classes.
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At St Casimir’s, Daria had a small group of close friends who had attended her primary school.
Several of Daria’s friends also required adjustments to instruction and assessment in order to
access the curriculum.
Elle was in Daria’s year group (Year 8) at St Casimir’s Catholic High School when this research
commenced. The two girls were in the same friendship group and attended the same primary
school. Curriculum adjustments received by Elle in the primary school setting were not as
substantial as those experienced by Daria but Elle did receive additional assistance and some
adjustments to learning materials in the context of a regular classroom setting. Similar
adjustments were put in place at St Casimir’s Catholic High School. A Wechsler Intelligence
Scale for Children: Edition Four (Weschler, 2003) (assessment conducted in 2014 indicated that
Elle was functioning in the mild range of intellectual disability. Elle’s functional skills
according to an ABAS II (Harrison & Oakland, 2003) were low in several domains, notably in
the areas of functional academics and self-direction.
A tendency towards anxiety is a theme in documentation contained in Elle’s student file. She
reported feeling overwhelmed when she was not provided with some additional support or
adjustments to the pace of instruction.
Alecia was the third student participant from St Casimir’s Catholic High School. Alecia was
also in Year 8 when research commenced. She attended a different Catholic primary school to
the other two girls and was part of a different social group at high school. Alecia’s has had a
history of language disorder and anxiety. A Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children: Edition
Four (WISC IV) (Weschler, 2003) assessment conducted in 2012 indicated that Alecia was
functioning in the borderline range of intellectual disability. Alecia’s functional skills at that
time were reported as being low in all domains but her current teachers report that Alecia is
demonstrating competence self-direction skills and a capacity to attempt many academic tasks by
herself. The academic load at high school occasionally overwhelms Alecia but she prefers to
solve organisational and workload problems for herself before asking for additional help from
teachers or teachers’ aides (School Support Officers).
Harrison was in Year 9 at St Perpetua’s when this research commenced. He has an intellectual
disability in the moderate range, undertaking WISC IV (Weschler, 2003) assessments in 2011
and 2017. Harrison pursues a pattern of studies that incorporates Life Skills outcomes in several
subjects and regular syllabus outcomes in three subjects (Personal Development Health Physical
Education (PDHPE), Religious Studies and Visual Art). Harrison enjoys watching and playing
sports and has a group of school friends that share his interests. Harrison’s teachers report that
he often expresses a desire to leave school and often appears to be disengaged in the classroom.
Although Harrison is withdrawn from regular class for intensive Mathematics and English
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sessions several times a week, the bulk of his classes are timetabled in regular class settings.
Crystal was in Year 10 at St Perpetua’s when this study began. She is one of six children, five
of whom attend either a School for Special Purpose or an Early Intervention Childcare Centre.
Crystal undertook a WISC IV (Weschler, 2003) assessment in 2016 that indicated she was
functioning in the moderate range of intellectual disability. Both of Crystal’s parents report that
they attended “IM” (refer to Glossary, Chapter 1) classes throughout high school and left school
before the end of Year 12. Like Harrison, Crystal undertakes a mixed pattern of studies. In Year
10 she worked towards Life Skills outcomes in most subjects and regular outcomes in others. In
Year 11, Crystal selected some Life Skills courses and some Board Endorsed Vocational
Education and Training (VET) Courses. She receives substantial adjustments in the assessment
and instruction in her VET subjects.

3.7

Student Participant Vulnerability

The concept of vulnerability is open to interpretation. The condition of being vulnerable implies
that an individual is “exposed to the possibility of being attacked or harmed, either physically or
emotionally” (Lexico.com 2019). Legislators and service providers have applied this criterion of
“exposure to risk of harm” to whole cohorts including children, individuals with intellectual
disability or mental illness and people in situations of domestic violence or economic
disadvantage. The NSW Criminal Procedure Act of 1986 (NSW Government, October 2019)
specifically defines a vulnerable person as “a child or cognitively impaired person” (Chapter 6,
Part 6, Division 1, Section 306M). Since this research relied on student participants who fell
under the umbrella of one or both of these categories, they were considered vulnerable persons
under New South Wales law. The student participants in this study with intellectual disability
were regarded as particularly vulnerable because they were reliant on others to interpret
information and help them navigate social situations. Dependency of any kind implies
susceptibility to influence and, therefore, a greater risk of being manipulated and possibly
harmed. It was necessary, therefore, in both the recruitment and interview phases of the research
to provide written, verbal and visual scaffolds to student participants and vulnerable parent
participants to help mitigate the possibility of coercion or persuasion. Participant Information
Sheets were made available in versions suitable for readers with limited literacy skills (including
those who required visual cues). Interviews were premised on “the need for simple questions
worded in short sentences, often associated with specific situations that [were] familiar to
informants” (Sigstad, 2014, p. 197).

Although some research involving people with intellectual disability (Kosh, Marks & Tookes,
2001; Ford & Barlow, 1994) has relied on the use of proxy respondents to facilitate the inclusion
of participants with significant comprehension and communication difficulties “the use of such
approaches clearly raises questions of validity as well as concerns about the possible “self-
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serving bias’’ of proxy respondents, particularly where the proxy role is undertaken by paid
members of staff” (Boxall and Ralph, 2009 p. 48). In the case of this study, where there was a
need for significant support to elicit participant responses, dyadic interviewing techniques were
employed. In dyadic interviews two respondents interact to supply responses to open-ended
interview questions. “The methodology of dyadic interviewing is informed by standpoint theory
in that it recognises agency of the individual with [Intellectual Disability] in identifying the
person they feel best supports them” (Caldwell, 2014, p. 492). Logically, participant partners in
dyadic interviews were parents who were research participants in their own right. This situation
proved challenging on occasions, particularly when parents provided answers on behalf of their
children rather than as seeing themselves as conduits for student responses. Fortunately,
however, for the most part, parent participants took on roles of encouragers or prompters rather
than proxies in relation to the student participants. While at times prompting may have
resembled “leading the witness”, in the main it resulted in student responses that may not
otherwise have been elicited and which were recollections of previous conversations initiated by
students with their parents.

3.8

Research Methods and Procedures

Interviews were arranged in relation to the timing of Personalised Plan meetings, conducted each
year to negotiate adjustments for students with disabilities. Three sets of interviews took place
over a period of fifteen months, two sets immediately after annual Personalised Plan meetings
and the third set at a midpoint between the two meetings. The rationale behind spacing the
interview sets in this way was to capture the development of collaborative relationships and the
exercise of agency on the part of the various members of the collaborative clusters. It also
allowed for the tracking of the implementation and review of negotiated adjustments.

The timing of Personalised Planning meetings for the participants was left to the discretion of the
Learning Support Coordinators at each school. Due to the large number of Personalised Plan
meetings required to meet NCCD accountabilities, Learning Support Coordinators staggered
meetings around practical school-based considerations, for example, the need to meet with the
families of Year 7 students first in order to gain a clearer picture of student learning strengths
and challenges. Meeting sets were, therefore, scattered over the fifteen-month data collection
period to accommodate school priorities. The first interview sets at St Casimir’s centred around
collaborations for Daria, Elle and Alecia took place at the end of June, 2016. Shortly thereafter
the first interview sets at St Perpetua’s occurred with Personalised Planning meetings for
Harrison and Crystal having just taken place. Mid-point interviews involving participants at both
sites occurred over the course of early May 2017 having been rescheduled by both Learning
Support Coordinators several times citing pressing school obligations. The final interview
rounds were conducted in late July - early August, 2017, just after another round of Personalised
Planning meetings and prior to the annual school Census. (It should be noted that Learning
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Support Coordinators in both schools had conducted additional planning meetings with families
in 2017 to meet the requirements of the NCCD with regards having at least 10 weeks of evidence
of adjustments being in place ahead of the August school census). The duration of interviews
varied from 25 minutes to 45 minutes with student interviews tending to be shorter. The average
length of each interview was 40 minutes.

Not only was there a need for the data collection schedule to be flexible, there was also an
imperative to provide flexible scaffolds to support the collection of data, particularly for student
participants with functional challenges. The learning profiles of all student participants indicated
that they experienced difficulties in the area of verbal comprehension. Five of the students were
also described as having poor working memories and processed information more slowly than
the majority of their peers. These factors occasioned the provision of aids to support how the
students captured and retained information from their Personalised Planning meeting so that they
could answer questions in the ensuing interview. It was envisaged that an iPad could be utilised
by students to buttress their recall of the Personalised Plan meeting. Students could use the
device to take photos and record brief sound bites throughout the course of the meeting. For the
students participating in this research, the iPad was a familiar learning tool. They occasionally
used the iPad to take photos of whiteboard notes in class so that they could discuss these with
teachers and School Support Officers in later tutorial sessions. The relation to the research, the
purpose of students using the iPad in the context of the Personalised Planning Meeting was
explained to Learning Support Coordinators and left to them to relate this to students and their
parents. Uptake of the iPad strategy, however, was minimal for a number of reported reasons
including the students failing to remember how or when to take photos or recordings and the
Learning Support Coordinators forgetting to introduce the strategy and supply the iPad prior to
the meeting. This missed opportunity did not invalidate the utility of the iPad strategy in
supporting the understanding students with disability in the Personalised Planning process, rather
it reinforced the need for any scaffold to be explained simply and explicitly, introduced
gradually, practiced regularly and its effectiveness as an agentic aid reviewed by all meeting
participants. For the final round of Personalised Planning meetings a different scaffold was
provided to support students’ contributions to their meetings. It also became a reference to
support each student’s recollection of their Personalised Plan meeting at the subsequent
interview. The scaffold was a simple visual, entitled “My Support Plan” that students could use
to indicate where they needed extra support in their learning and where they believed they were
relatively independent. Unlike the iPad strategy, the use of the My Support Plan scaffold was
explicitly demonstrated to the families prior to the final Personalised Planning meeting and time
provided for students to practice using the tool. Each of the five students used the scaffold in the
Personalised Plan meeting and referred to it in the interview that followed.
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Image 1: My Support Plan Scaffold

3.9

Interviews

Data was collected through semi-structured interviews. The table below provides the seed
questions posed to the three categories of participants in the first set of the semi-structured
interviews. Not all of the questions were asked of every participant and additional clarifying
questions were asked of some participants:

Table 1. Interview Seed Questions
Student

Tell me about the meeting you just had ….
What are Personalised Planning (PP) meetings for?
What do you think of Personalised Planning meetings?
Do you say things in the meetings? What do you say?
Are there any reasons why you don’t say much in the meetings?
Who talks the most in the meetings? Tell me about that ….. Do you
understand what is being said? Tell me about that …..
Do Personalised Planning meetings make things better for you in your
learning? In the playground?

Teacher

Tell me about the meeting you just had …..
How would you describe your experience of family-school collaborations
(including PP meetings) to plan for reasonable adjustments for Student
A?
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Table 1. Interview Seed Questions
How do you provide feedback on the implementation of agreed
adjustments?
What are your impressions of the contributions made by Student A to the
collaborative planning process?
What are your impressions of the contributions made by the parents of
Student A to the collaborative planning process?
How would you describe your own contributions to: the planning process?
The student’s Personalised Plan? The implementation of the
Personalised Plan?
What barriers can you identify to effective family-school collaborations?
Can you suggest ways in which these barriers might be overcome?
Parent

Tell me about the meeting you just had ….
How would you describe your experience of family-school collaborations
(including PP meetings) to plan for reasonable adjustments for your
child?
How would you describe the feedback you receive on the implementation of
agreed adjustments?
What are your impressions of the contributions made by your child to the
collaborative planning process?
What are your impressions of the contributions made by the teacher/s of
Student A to the collaborative planning process?
How would you describe your own contributions to: the planning process?
The student’s Personalised Plan? The implementation of the
Personalised Plan?
What barriers can you identify to effective family-school collaborations?
Can you suggest ways in which these barriers might be overcome?

The seed questions for subsequent interviews varied according to the responses given by
participants in their previous interviews, allowing for more focused and individualized data to
inform each case study.

At times the open-ended nature of the questions proved difficult for some participants. This type
of questioning is generally acknowledged as being the most effective way of focusing “on
predetermined topics and key issues that the researcher wishes to address [while providing] a
good opportunity for informants to deepen the discussion or to focus on other themes that they
perceive to be significant” (Sigstad, 2014, p.197). In this study, however, dependent as it is on
the responses of participants with intellectual disability, the outcome described by Lloyd et. al.
(2006) was often evident – “open-ended questions frequently result in limited responses, with
many individuals either unable to answer or providing little information” (p. 1394). It was
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necessary, therefore, to take a flexible approach in the interview process, involving the use of
scaffolding, rephrasing and repetition techniques at point of need to elicit responses. As noted
by Lloyd et.al. (2006, p. 1388), “the fact that [a participant] might have some difficulty
verbalizing .. perspectives or do so in more simplistic terms should not be regarded as an
insurmountable barrier”.

3.10

Interview Legend

The table below condenses the references to individual respondents and the interview in which
their responses were recorded to a series of formulas. These formulas will feature in both the
Case Study and Cross-Case Analysis chapters.

Table 2: Interview Legend
Interview 1 = 1

Interview 1 = 1

Interview 1 = 1

St Casimir’s = SC
Daria = D

SC:D:1

SC:D:2

SC:D:3

Daria’s Mother = DM

SC:DM:1

SC:DM:2

SC:DM:3

Daria’s Teacher = DT

SC:DT:1

SC:DT:2

SC:DT:3

SC:E:1

SC:E:2

SC:E:3

Elle’s Mother = EM

SC:EM:1

SC:EM:2

SC:EM:3

Elle’s Teacher = ET

SC:ET:1

SC:ET:2

SC:ET:3

Alecia = A

SC:A:1

SC:A:2

SC:A:3

Alecia’s Mother = AM

SC:AM:1

SC:AM:2

SC:AM:3

Alecia’s Father = AF

SC:AF:1

SC:AF:2

SC:AF:3

Alecia’s Teacher = AT

SC:AT:1

SC:AT:2

SC:AT:3

SP:H:1

SP:H:2

SP:H:3

Harrison’s Mother = HM

SP:HM:1

SP:HM:2

SP:HM:3

Harrison’s Father = HF

SP:HF:1

SP:HF:2

SP:HF:3

Harrison’s Teacher = HT

SP:HT:1

SP:HT:2

SP:HT:3

SP:C:1

SP:C:2

SP:C:3

Crystal’s Mother = CM

SP:CM:1

SP:CM:2

SP:CM:3

Crystal’s Father = CF

SP:CF:1

SP:CF:2

SP:CF:3

Crystal’s Teacher = CT

SP:CT:1

SP:CT:2

SP:CT:3

Elle = E

St Perpetua’s = SP
Harrison = H

Crystal = C

3.11

Personalised Plans

The development and implementation of Personalised Plans (PPs) for students with disability is a
NSW Catholic sector requirement based on the imperatives of the DDA and the DSE. Each
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year, data about barriers to access and participation specific to each student with a disability is
gathered and recorded on an online platform. After moderating discussions between teachers,
the adjustments made by schools and teachers to address these barriers are also recorded along
with a discerned “level of adjustment” from the four levels of adjustment stipulated in the NCCD
– either Quality Differentiated Teaching Practice, Supplementary, Substantial or Extensive.
Personalised Planning meetings are conducted with students, parents and other relevant
community associates to further negotiate and review adjustments and contribute to the student's
learning profile. These meetings are regarded as a key part of meeting the DDA’s “obligation to
consult” with the student and/or the student’s parents or carers.

The Personalised Planning meetings central to this research did not draw on collaborators
beyond the student-teacher-parent core group. This was due to a number of factors including the
disconnection between participating families and external services, the failure of both teachers
and parents to identify relevant community and school-based stakeholders ahead of the meetings
and the fact that invited specialist teachers prioritised other school agendas.

Not only were Personalised Planning meetings integral to the design of this research, so too were
the plans that were generated from those meetings. Since ethical constraints (i.e. a conflict of
interest between being a system representative and a researcher) prevented me from attending,
the Personalised Plans (provided with the permission of participants) served to corroborate the
discussions held in the meetings.

3.12

Conceptual Framework

Central to this research is the concept of “agency”. Sercombe & Donnelly (2013, p. 497) defined
agency as “the capacity for effective action” in a particular situation. This definition is useful in
describing the extent to which each participant influenced the type and level of adjustments
created in the context of Personalised Planning meetings. It is important to acknowledge,
however, that each participant’s agency was, to varying degrees, affected by system constraints
and knowledge of curriculum requirements. Teacher participants were at a distinct advantage in
terms of the exercise of agency as they set the agenda for meetings and were familiar with school
systems and NESA policies. Due to the fact that they were responsible for overseeing the
implementation of adjustments for student participants (including communicating the type of
adjustments to others on staff), teacher participants influenced the application of negotiated
adjustments and could thus be viewed as having more effectual agency than parent or student
participants.

Whether or not an action is effective is subjective. For the purpose of this research, the action of
negotiating adjustments was deemed effective if those adjustments increased access to the
curriculum and improvements in learning outcomes for the student participants. In the context of
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the Personalised Planning meetings it appeared that the participants taking action to effect
change were commonly the teachers and, to a lesser extent, the parents. The types and frequency
of adjustments were routinely suggested by teacher participants and interrogated and ultimately
accepted or rejected by parent participants. It became apparent over the duration of data
collection that the agency of student participants was often exercised in the application phase of
negotiated adjustments rather than during the negotiation phase. For example, attendance of
weekly two types of tutorials – a reading intervention and an assessment-help tutorial - was
agreed upon in the first of Elle’s Personalised Plan meetings. By the mid-point interview, Elle
had decided that she was not deriving value from the Reading Intervention and intended to
withdraw from it.

In exploring the implications of agentic action by participants, this study was informed by the
research of Wehmeyer. In 2004, he postulated that the exercise of agency is only part of what is
required for individuals to become more self-determined, and concurred with Halloran (1993)
that the achievement of self-determination was the “ultimate goal of education” (p. 214). Selfdetermination does not mean that individuals with disability want or need total personal control
over every aspect of their lives – “more often, [they] wish to share control with those whom
[they] trust” (Wehmeyer and Avery 2013, p. 405). To achieve self-determination it is not
enough for an individual to play a part in decisions that affect them, it involves an individual
“acting as the primary causal agent in one’s life .. making choices and decisions regarding one’s
quality of life free from undue influence or interference” (Wehmeyer, 1996, 2001). The question
of whether the student participants could be described as causal agents was not within the
purview of this research. The study was, however, designed to cast light on whether or not
student participants perceived themselves as developing the two types of capabilities key to
causal agency - Causal Capability and Agentic Capability.

These capabilities differentiate between the two aspects of causal action; (1) causing
something to happen and (2) directing that action toward a preferred end (Wehmeyer,
2004, p. 353).

Collaboration was another concept crucial to this research and one that requires clarification.
The term collaboration does not appear in the DSE, the most salient piece of Australian disability
legislation in the area of education. The standards do, however, oblige education providers to
consult with students or their associates before adjustments are made to facilitate participation
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2006. P.15). Consultation implies a more arms-length approach
where the onus is on the school to approach the other parties to seek advice in reference to a set
agenda. The term collaboration has a more egalitarian tone. It involves individuals working
together to achieve a common goal. Since the inception of the NCCD with its focus on
personalised learning and support, there has been a shift in how students and parents are involved
in conversations about addressing learning barriers (NSW Department of Education, 2016).
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These conversations are more often than not characterised as collaborations rather than
consultations. Certainly, this thesis views a collaborative approach involving parents, students
and teachers as being more consistent with the other central concept of “agency”.

3.13

Analytical Framework

Wehmeyer (2014) acknowledges that self-determination is more of a disposition than a
destination, the development of self-determined behaviour emerging during adolescence and
developing over a lifetime. For young people with disability, becoming more self-determined is
an important trajectory since “young people who are more self-determined achieve better
employment and independent living outcomes and report a higher quality of life” (Wehmeyer,
2014, p. 183). This research has taken some of the variables related to the development of selfdetermination identified in Wehmeyer’s research to inform data collection and guide data
analysis (See Table 3 below). When conducting the interviews the framework acted as a
reference for identifying responses and dispositions that demonstrated a high degree of volition
and those that abdicated decisions around goal-setting or problem solving. The framework also
informed the drafting of the five case studies, particularly the sections related to agency.
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Table 3: Self-Determination Analytical Framework
Component of SelfDetermined
Behaviour
Problem Solving

Decision-making

Teacher

Parent

Student

The response provides:

The response provides:

The response provides:

a solution to an identified problem

a solution to an identified problem

a solution to an identified problem

a proposal for general discussion

a proposal for general discussion

a proposal for general discussion

an invitation to the parent or student to
provide information to assist in solving a
problem

an invitation to the teacher or student
to provide information to assist in
solving a problem

information to assist in solving a
problem

an invitation to the parent or student to
suggest a solution to a problem

an invitation to the teacher or student
to suggest a solution to a problem

a fatalistic view of the problem – i.e. it is
not within the scope of the participant to
solve or influence the outcome
a fatalistic view of the problem

a fatalistic view of the problem

The response provides:

The response provides:

The response provides:

the responder has already made a
decision

the responder has already made a
decision

the responder has already made a
decision

the responder is initiating decision
making and inviting response

the responder is initiating decision
making and inviting response

the responder is initiating decision
making and inviting response

the responder is sharing decisionthe responder is sharing decision-making making

the responder is sharing decisionmaking

the responder is accepting or rejecting a
decision made my another

the responder is accepting or
the responder is accepting or rejecting a rejecting a decision made my
decision made my another
another

the responder is relinquishing
responsibility for a decision

the responder is relinquishing
responsibility for a decision
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the responder is relinquishing
responsibility for a decision

Table 3: Self-Determination Analytical Framework
Component of SelfDetermined
Behaviour
Teacher
Self-advocacy

Goal-setting and
attainment

Parent

Student

The response indicates:

The response indicates:

The response indicates:

the responder has asserted control

the responder has asserted control

the responder has asserted control

the responder has made a choice

the responder has made a choice

the responder has made a choice

the responder has offered an unsolicited
opinion

the responder has offered an
unsolicited opinion

the responder has offered an
unsolicited opinion

the responder has given an opinion in
response to a question

the responder has given an opinion in
response to a question

the responder has given an opinion
in response to a question

The response indicates:

The response indicates:

The response indicates:

the responder has set goal for student
independently

the responder has set goal for student
independently

the student has set the goal
independently

the responder is providing goal choices to the responder is providing goal choices
other participants
to other participants

the responder is providing goal
choices to other participants

the responder is co-constructing goals

the responder is co-constructing goals

the responder is co-constructing
goals

the responder is providing feedback on
goal attainment

the responder is providing feedback on
goal attainment

the responder is providing feedback
on goal attainment

the responder is not participating in goal- the responder is not participating in
setting
goal-setting

3.14

the responder is not participating in
goal-setting

Data Analysis

A thematic analysis approach was adopted in this study (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Smith & Firth,
2011). Significant themes from the raw transcript data have been synthesised using methods
common to qualitative research. Specifically, several of the analytic strategies of Huberman &
Miles (1994) summarised by Creswell (2013, p.181) have been employed, those being: taking
field notes during data collection, writing reflective passages, drafting summary sheets on field
notes, identifying codes, counting the frequency of codes, noting patterns and themes in the data,
observing relationships between variables and comparing and contrasting data.

Field notes were taken at the time of data collection which included observations of the
environmental circumstances in which the interviews took place and the apparent disposition of
the interviewees. Transcription of the interviews occurred after each of the three data collection
periods. It was at this point that reflective passages informed by the field notes were drafted in
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relation to each interview transcript. Inductive coding took place at the end of each of the three
data collection periods. Line-by-line analysis of the transcripts from the first data collection
revealed that a number of codes related to a category central to this research – reasonable
adjustments. The following table exemplifies the relationship between codes and category –

Category

Codes

Adjustments to instruction*

Additional adult support (SSO)
Additional prompting
Modifications to assessments/learning materials
Provision of additional time to complete/attempt tasks
Provision of scaffolds
Access to tutorial sessions
Alternative outcomes (e.g. lower stage or Life Skills)

* Adjustments are limited to those identified in interviews.

The counting of the frequency of codes, the identification of patterns and themes in the data, the
comparing and contrasting of data and the observation of relationships between variables within
and between transcripts occurred at the conclusion of data collection. Through the application of
these processes the data was condensed into themes for further analysis. Some of the themes
emerging from this process included Student Social Connections, Disposition of Participants
towards Personalised Planning Meetings, Learning Progress, Observations of the agency of other
Personalised Planning participants, Post School options and Concerns about communication.
The steps described above align with the first five phases of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six
phases of thematic analysis, namely, becoming familiar with the data, generating initial codes,
searching for themes, reviewing themes and defining and naming themes. The final phase of
Braun and Clarke’s process, the writing up of the data, generated further refinements of themes.
Smith and Firth (2011, p. 54) suggest that among the benefits of thematic analysis is “the
development of meaningful themes without explicitly generating theory. Thematic analysis can
provide rich insights into complex phenomena, be applied across a range of theoretical and
epistemological approaches, and expand on or test existing theory”. Themes emerging from the
research data helped shape a common structure of topics for each of the five case studies and
contributed to the pinpointing of salient issues for discussion across the case studies. These
issues included the determination and implementation of adjustments across subjects, planning
for post school, dealing with the impact of social concerns on learning and engagement, student
self-consciousness regarding the receipt of adjustments, access to appropriate patterns of study,
parent communication with Learning Support Coordinators, communication of agreed
adjustments to all teachers, engagement and agency of all participants in Personalised Planning
meetings.
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To facilitate the identification of themes, there was a need for direct interpretation on the part of
the researcher. As Creswell (2013) notes,

the case study researcher looks at a single instance and draws meaning from it without
looking for multiple instances. It is a process of pulling the data apart and putting them
back together in more meaningful ways (p. 199).

Given the range of abilities, backgrounds and perspectives of the participants in this research,
this highly focused approach to the examination individual utterances was integral to data
analysis. Once individual transcripts had been pulled apart and forensically examined,
commonalities and differences emerged that informed naturalistic generalisations.
When engaging in interpretive processes there is always a danger that “the researcher’s position
within the dominant political and social framework might ... lead to biases in interpretation”
(Lloyd et. al, 2006, p. 1394) particularly where participant responses are limited. As a means of
increasing the trustworthiness of the research, regular clarification was sought from participants
in the context of the interviews. This took the form of restatement of the participant response
framed as a question. For example, if a student mentioned talking about subject electives, this
was reframed as a question - “So you talked about Electives in your meeting? Tell me about that
..” to elicit a more detailed response. At other times more direct questioning based on themes
emerging in the semi-structured interview was required.

To facilitate the collection of rich data from student participants with limited receptive and
expressive language skills, the inclusion of a visual reference - the My Support Plan scaffold was introduced into the research plan. From a research perspective, the scaffold performed the
function of a mnemonic, focusing the students’ attention on topics discussed in the Personalised
Plan meeting preceding the interviews. The other purpose of the tool was to assist students to
articulate their support needs in the context of Personalised Planning meetings. During the third
set of interviews the My Support Plan scaffold was referenced to draw responses from students
about their perceived support needs and the ideas they expressed in the Personalised Planning
meeting to address these needs.

Thematic analysis of the interview transcripts was informed by the Self-Determination
Analytical Framework (Table 3 above). The Framework assisted in discerning the degree of
volition indicated by participant responses. This provided evidence that shaped the five Case
Studies.

Further, the themes emerging from interviews were referenced against student Personalised
Plans. These documents provided information about adjustments recorded in collaborative
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meetings by teachers. The extent to which teacher, parent and student participants felt as though
they contributed to decisions about adjustments provided insights into perceptions of agency.

3.15

Validation Strategies

This research recognises the important foundational work of Lincoln and Guba (1985) in moving
away from the retrofitting of quantitative measures like reliability and validation when
determining the value of a qualitative study. The researchers’ focus on credibility, authenticity,
transferability dependability and confirmability provided both a framework for establishing
“trustworthiness” and a set of associated techniques in data collection and data analysis that
guides this study.

While the term validation has connotations associated with quantitative research, Creswell
(2013, p. 250) reclaimed it, applying it to “emphasise a process” comprising validation strategies
rather than to describe a kind of research stamp of approval. He called for qualitative researchers
to “employ accepted strategies to document the “accuracy” of their studies”. Several of these
strategies were used in this research. These included:

a.

Prolonged engagement in the field: The establishment of relationships of trust was key to
this research. I had already established professional relationships with the two teacher
participants having worked with them closely in their respective school settings prior to the
commencement of data collection. These established relationships had a direct impact on
the richness and length of interview responses. My rapport with the teachers and the fact
that we share a common knowledge base and lexicon in relation to Personalised Planning
contributed to an interview environment conducive to frank and open dialogue.

It took longer to arrive at a point where a number of the parent and student participants felt
comfortable enough to elaborate on ideas beyond short utterances. The length of the data
collection period (sixteen months) and the number of data collection events (three) presented
opportunities to gradually establish rapport with parents and students, reducing their initial
anxiety and producing richer responses.

Engagement with participants was not restricted to the interview process itself.
Conversations took place prior to the commencement of the interviews. This provided
opportunity for pleasantries to be exchanged and small talk entered into, contributing to the
breaking down of social barriers. Over time, these informal, “off-the-record”
communications resulted in students and parents feeling more comfortable during the
interview process and less guarded in their responses. The fact that interviews took place in
rooms where other conversations about learning regularly occur with teachers helped create
the impression that the research is aligned to school culture.
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b.

Member checking: Miles and Huberman (1994) caution against the increased probability
of researcher bias when the researcher is both data collector and data analyst. That being the
case in this study, I employed the validation strategy of member checking (or participant
validation) to increase the trustworthiness of the research. Rather than presenting
participants with verbatim transcripts of their interviews, member-checking interviews were
conducted soon after each research interview and involved playing back recorded interviews
to participants who were given the opportunity to validate or change the views espoused. To
ascertain the relative significance to participants of various themes identified through
coding, I checked in with participants at the conclusion of the data collection period to
present identified themes and asked participants to validate them as being key to the
Personalised Planning meetings.

c.

Clarifying researcher bias: “Reflexivity is an important tool that enables the researcher to
stay engaged in critical self-awareness throughout the research process” (Probst, 2015
p. 46). It is important to acknowledge that, as part of my role in schools, I have been a
participant in Personalised Planning meetings and so came to this research with my own
experiences of agency within the collaborative planning process. I am, therefore, acutely
aware of the potential for the “experimenter effect” to impact the data. I am also aware of
the power imbalance that existed between me and vulnerable participants. This selfconsciousness, I believe, is an important disposition to adopt when dealing with the three
types of interviewees. It prevents assumptions being made about the opinions and beliefs of
the participants.
In interviewing students with intellectual disability I was conscious of my own impulse to
offer choices when student participants are searching for the end of statements rather than
waiting for them to complete their train of thought or to simply fall into silence. Resisting
this impulse took practice. I was mindful that waiting sometimes yields a response but
sometimes it is indicative of a lack of understanding. Discerning which occasions within the
interview process called for clarification and explanation and which called for restraint
constituted the need for speedy skill development.

d.

Facilitating rich, thick descriptions: It has been postulated by some researchers (Corby,
Taggart & Cousins 2015) that features intrinsic to intellectual disability such as poor
comprehension and compromised communication skills undermine the potential for thick,
rich descriptions to be harvested from interview transcripts of research participants with
intellectual disability. It was predicted that in this study the student participants with
intellectual disability, in the main, would provide briefer responses than the teacher and
parent participants. It was envisaged, however, that the quantum of their responses over the
three interview sets would offer a reservoir of rich evidence, particularly where scaffolds
like My Support Plan were put in place to facilitate this. The evidence from student

76

interviews when examined alongside responses from teacher and parent responses offered a
different and authentic perspective. Sigstad and Garrels (2018 p.693) note that “when
wanting to assess a subjective experience, the principal source of information should be the
person who is at the centre of this experience”. This premise applies equally to those with
intellectual disability as to those without. Indeed, the ethical implications of excluding the
voices of people with intellectual disability from research identifying them as subjects are
significant (Sigstad & Garrels 2018; Feldman et.al, 2014).

3.16

Ethical Considerations

When conducting research with vulnerable populations such as individuals with disability,
researchers should apply the same attention to ethical considerations as they do to academic
rigour. This study, therefore, has applied the ethical tenets of Respect for Persons, Beneficence
and Justice (McDonald & Patka, 2012, p. 206) by:
•

carefully scaffolding of the consent process through the provision of appropriate
support (refer to Section 3.7 Student Participant Vulnerability);

•

building relationships and rapport with all research participants but particularly with
those individuals with disability in order to establish an environment in which all
participants feel at liberty to contribute;

•

scrutinising the recruitment process to ensure that vulnerable individuals volunteered
rather than acquiesced to participation in the research;

•

providing opportunity for participants in this research to directly benefit from
participation through an increased awareness of the agency of others in collaborative
processes aimed at negotiating reasonable adjustments for students with disabilities;
and,

•

Making research findings available to teachers through professional learning
opportunities and, hopefully, contribute to system-wide improvements in practice.

Researchers have contended that the most authentic way of showing respect for the views of
research subjects with intellectual disability is to raise their status from subjects to co-researchers
or participant researchers (Koenig, 2012; Johnson, Minogue & Hopkins, 2014). Walmsley,
Strnadová and Johnson (2018) pointed to both the research benefits that ensue from drawing on
the insights of co-researchers with disability and to the potential for these co-researchers to act as
agents of positive social change. If the students in this study were enlisted as co-researchers this
may have led to a re-framing of interview questions and would have undoubtedly resulted in a
different data set than has been produced. This model of inclusive research, however, was
considered to be logistically too difficult for this study as it would have required access to the
student participants for lengthy periods to train as co-researchers and the involvement of their
teachers to assist in the facilitation of this training. Ultimately, it was determined that it was
ethically preferable not to request that students who already face substantial academic challenges
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engage in lengthy research preparation that would divert them from their regular learning
programs. Involving students as co-researchers would have also skewed the direction of the
study away from the aim of examining the agency of all participants in family-school
collaborations.

Through their participation in this research, the student participants have been provided with the
opportunity to view themselves as individuals whose opinions are valued and as contributors to a
project that will affect change. It is envisaged that this research will cast a lens on how familyschool collaborations are currently conducted with a view to inform cross-sectoral policy-making
in this area.

3.17

Summary

This chapter described the methodology of the case studies which will include evidence from
three sets of interviews with students, parents and teachers engaged in collaborations aimed at
designing and reviewing adjustments for students with disability. The interview sets will be
conducted at intervals across several months and two school sites, with two of the sets occurring
after Personalised Planning meetings and one set occurring at a mid point between Personalised
Planning meetings. To assist student participants to recall discussions held in their Personalised
Planning meetings an iPad will be provided for them to record audio or take photographs. None
of the participants used this tool, preferring to rely on their own recollections. Another tool, the
My Support Plan scaffold, will be offered to the students before their second Personalised
Planning meeting. The purpose of this instrument was to help students communicate their
perceptions of areas in which they required support. Data analysis will involve transcription of
interviews and thematic analysis. An analytical framework based on the research of Wehmeyer
and Shogren will be applied to the data to inform the coding process. The framework will assist
in interpreting participant responses according to key aspects of self-determined behaviour such
as problem-solving, decision-making, self-advocacy and goal-setting and attainment.

The conceptual framework for the study was also founded on the work of Wehmeyer,
particularly in relation to the concept of causal agency. The extent to which the students with
disability at the centre of collaborations possess causal capability and /or agentic capability is at
the core of this research. The framework also explored the concept of collaboration and pointed
to how an understanding of the egalitarian nature of collaboration could positively influence the
agentic expression of participants in family-school collaborations.

A number of validation strategies employed in this study were described in the Methodology
chapter. These included: prolonged engagement in the field, member checking, clarifying
researcher bias and facilitating rich, thick descriptions in interviews, particularly those involving
students with intellectual disability. Finally, the chapter addressed the ethical considerations
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critical to research involving vulnerable populations like students with intellectual disability,
identifying the measures taken in this study to gain informed consent, participate independently
and benefit from the research findings.
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Chapter 4
The Case of Daria
This chapter examines how the study’s research questions relate to the individual case study of
Daria (pseudonyms are used for all the participants and individual institutions in this study). It
draws on data collected from Daria, her mother, Terri and her Learning Support Teacher, Mrs S,
over a period of 16 months within the context of three sets of semi-structured interviews. In
order to construct this case study, data was supplemented by information from Daria’s
Personalised Plan, which was reviewed and updated by the Learning Support Coordinator at
several points within the data collection period. Information held in Daria’s central file (to
which I was granted access by Terri) was also referenced in order to provide insight into Daria’s
cognitive capacity. An analytical framework based on Wehmeyer’s (2017, 2014, 2004, 2001,
1996) research into self-determination assisted in the interpretation of participant responses as
expressions of agency.

4.1

History and Context

At the beginning of the data collection period, Daria was 14 years old and in Year 8 at St
Casimir’s Catholic High School. Analysis of diagnostic and school-based documents held within
a central file cast light on Daria’s cognitive profile. From term one in kindergarten, her teacher
expressed concerns about Daria’s apparent inability to comprehend simple instructions or retain
new knowledge. She did not progress with her reading or numeracy skills at the same pace as
her peers. Her parents took her to a speech pathologist in March, 2008, who identified severe
disorders in both expressive and receptive language using the Clinical Evaluation of Language
Fundamentals for Pre-school, Second Edition (CELF-P2) (Wiig, Secord & Semel, 2004). The
school referred Daria for psychometric assessment (Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale: Fifth
Edition, Roid, 2003) by a system-employed psychologist. This early assessment identified
Daria’s cognitive capacity as falling in the mild range of intellectual disability. Subsequent
psychometric assessments in 2011 and 2014 using the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children:
Fourth Edition (WISC IV) (Weschler, 2003) placed her in the mild range of intellectual disability
and the moderate range of intellectual disability respectively. Daria was exempted from
participation in the National Assessment Plan - Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) in Years 3, 5
and 7, an indication of the gap in cognitive capacity between Daria and the majority of her peers.
After Daria’s 2011 psychometric assessment, at the recommendation of the psychologist, a
decision was made to transition Daria to a primary school with a Learning Support Centre where
she could receive intensive interventions in literacy and numeracy and significant curriculum
adjustments including access to syllabus outcomes below her current learning stage. Throughout
this transition, Daria reportedly remained positive and found little difficulty making and
retaining friendships. She remained in this setting until her move to St Casimir’s in 2015.
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Throughout her schooling, Daria’s parents met regularly with teachers to develop Personalised
Plans that were aimed at providing a blueprint for adjustments to instruction, environment and
assessment and a record of additional personnel resourcing required to support Daria. While it is
a system recommendation that all students with Personalised Plans, no matter how young, at
least partially attend Personalised Planning meetings, evidence from two historical Personalised
Plans from Daria’s central file suggests that Daria did not routinely participate in these meetings
during her primary schooling. In both documents there was no record of Daria’s name as a
meeting participant. Daria has been present at all Personalised Planning meetings since
commencing high school.

While Daria had been routinely invited to her Personalised Planning meetings since commencing
high school (as corroborated by Mrs S), the relevance of the meetings to Daria’s own concerns
and priorities have not always matched in terms of the timing of the meetings. Evidence
provided by Daria’s high school Learning Support Coordinator, Mrs S, pointed to the fact that
Personalised Planning meetings are organised at the instigation of school personnel and may not
correspond to any emerging learning or developmental issue identified by either parent or
student participants. In fact, the timing of Personalised Planning meetings seems to have become
more and more aligned in recent years to the compliance requirements of the NCCD and the
annual August upload of school data in students with disability (Catholic Schools NSW, 2018).
Shaddock’s research (2009) substantiates how the intent of such plans may become lost because
“the same planning document is expected to serve educational, legal, planning, accountability
and resource allocation purposes” (p. 69).

4.2

The Agency of Daria

The first round of data collection for this study took place after a Personalised Planning meeting
in October 2016. While it was after the NCCD collection date, Mrs S had organised the meeting
to accommodate for this research. Prior to the meeting, Daria was asked by her Learning
Support Coordinator whether she would like to use an iPad to take photos and record voices to
help her remember what went on in the meeting so that she would feel more confident being
interviewed after the meeting. Daria declined. The second set of interviews took place in May,
2017 at a midpoint between the previous Personalised Planning meeting and the next meeting.
The final interview set was held in August, after Daria’s Personalised Planning meeting and the
NCCD 2017 data upload.

While Daria now attends her regular Personalised Planning meetings, evidence derived from her
interviews suggested that she was not accustomed to exercising the sub-skills of selfdetermination within those meetings. In her initial and subsequent interviews, Daria’s language
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indicated that she believed that Personalised Planning meetings were about her but did not need
to include her. When asked to describe a Personalised Planning meeting she had just attended,
Daria took herself entirely out of the script as far as decision-making is concerned –
Well they’re [her mother and teacher] telling things what happened in …
things being good in school ..

SC:D:1

[The reason for the Personalised Planning meeting is] to see … catching up with what
I’ve done. See, like, ‘cause the last year I had one in Semester two. I haven’t had one
in ages … so, I’ve got to have a meeting, right?

SC:D:1

These comments also point to an assumption on Daria’s part that the purpose of the meetings is
to report on her academic progress rather than to plan adjustments in order to encourage more
academic and social independence. Daria appeared to view the meetings as a compliance
requirement of the school.

According to evidence gleaned from all three interview sets, Daria did not directly generate an
item for discussion in either of the two Personalised Planning meetings held during the data
collection period. Some of Daria’s interview responses point to the fact that she may have been
inadvertently conditioned not to say much in Personalised Planning meetings. Several factors
are likely to have contributed to this including packed agendas and limited meeting time (Mrs S
had to schedule meetings between her teaching duties), the oral language level not allowing for
Daria’s comprehension, processing speed and working memory difficulties, and a degree of
learned dependence. Having just stepped out of a Personalised Planning meeting Daria appeared
to have not taken in what it had been about –
Ahh … I can’t remember .. I can’t remember .. I remember a little bit not
much.

SC:D:3

In her first interview, Daria alluded to the fact that she was used to not participating in decisions
about her learning -

They [mother and teacher] decide for the best for me.

SC:D:1

The tenor of the comment also seems to indicate that if Daria did have an opinion about an issue,
it would not be as worthy as opinions held by her mother or her teacher. Some of Daria’s other
responses indicate that she might not feel that it was necessary for her to contribute her opinions
in meetings. When asked why she didn’t say much in meetings Daria responded –
(Pause) ‘Cause I just don’t want to talk much.
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SC:D:1

When further interrogated as to what might have prevented her from talking, Daria answered –
Myself … yeah. SC:D:1
Dara’s self-imposed silence could be attributed to a lack of skill (not having the words to express
her opinion) or a lack of will (not feeling disposed to having her contributions compared to those
of other meeting participants) or, indeed, a combination of the two. There is evidence, however,
that Daria does have opinions but that these require a degree of discernment on the part of
collaborators to translate into curriculum adjustments and supports. On a number of occasions,
for example, Daria shared her feelings about Mathematics –
(Sighs) Maths is too hard. It’s too brainy (laughs). That is the least favourite. It’s too
hard.

SC:D:2

Before her second Personalised Planning meeting, her teacher provided Daria with a visual tool
called My Support Plan Scaffold to help Daria express the areas in which she perceived she
required support and where she felt more independent. Daria’s teacher was surprised by Daria’s
perception of her greatest support needs –

[It was] .. also very interesting as to where she put things .. compared to where I thought
she would have .. She put “anxiety” right at the top and “anger” right at the top .. yeah ..
so I thought that was really interesting … whereas she put her times tables right down
the bottom] (laughs) … and I did ask her about the “anger” one because I never see it ..
and she said, “I was really angry this morning” .. I said, “That’s fine”. I think she
doesn’t really know what to do if she does get angry .. she feels like she’s done the
wrong thing …

SC:DT:3

If Daria’s initial impulse was to place Times Tables as a low priority for support, the photograph
taken of Daria’s completed My Support Plan Scaffold reveals evidence of some negotiation
between Daria and the other Personalised Planning meeting participants (her teacher and mother)
about the positioning of the cards as the Times Tables card appears at the apex of the triangle,
indicating that Daria had identified it as an area in which she required a lot of help (see Image 2:
Daria’s My Support Plan Scaffold).
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Image 2: Daria’s My Support Plan Scaffold

Daria’s responses to interview questions alluded to the fact that it would be unlikely that she
would exercise the self-determination sub-skill of decision-making in the context of her
Personalised Planning meetings. On several occasions across the three interview sets, Daria
related that she had relinquished control of decision-making in the meetings to her teacher and
mother. Her perception was that her mother and teacher “decide the best thing” for her
(SC:D:1). One decision that Daria surrendered to her mother and Mrs S was whether Daria
would pursue an alternative set of learning outcomes to the majority of her peers - Life Skills
outcomes. Daria explained her mother’s reasoning behind deciding on a Life Skills pattern of
studies for her daughter:
Interviewer: … does she (Daria’s mother) ever give her opinion on anything?
Daria:

Yes. …… on work .. on Life Skills …stuff like that.

Interviewer: So what would she say about Life Skills?
Daria:

“It’s good for her and she’s getting all her work done.”

SC:D:1

In her interview, Terri confirmed that she had agreed to Daria accessing Life Skills outcomes and
the rationale behind this decision:
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… now she’s (Daria’s) on a Living Skills (sic) which has lessened her stress at
home because she was doing a lot of assignments which she really didn’t understand the
concepts of … which I was helping her with … which .. really I helped her to a certain
degree but I shouldn’t have to do it and .. um .. because the teacher’s not getting
(understanding) what her ability is.

SC:DM:1

One Personalised Planning meeting was held just prior to “Electives Night” where Daria and her
mother were exposed to information about a range of elective courses so that they could decide
which two electives were the most suitable for her. Daria explained the rationale behind the
timing of the Personalised Planning meeting:
Tonight is Electives Night so ….. apparently in (Room) 3A. I’m having a meeting just
before tonight to … so that I’ve got the heads up … I mean …

SC:D:1

In Personalised Planning meetings Daria perceived her role as “getting the heads up”, receiving
information rather than initiating discussion, answering questions rather than asking them and
following an agenda created by system requirements (“so, I’ve got to have a meeting, right?”
(SC:D:1), or by the school calendar (Electives Night)). Mrs S later reflected that Daria’s agency
was more demonstrable than simply being the recipient of information. Mrs S accredited Daria
with making the significant agentic expression of volunteering an option for an elective –

Well, she was the one, when we mentioned electives .. she was the one that brought up
Dance …. so that was good.

SC:DT:1

Having largely opted out of the decision-making process in the context of Personalised Planning
meetings, Daria showed that she could influence decision-making and direct the trajectory of
problem-solving by expressing her opinions to her mother and her teacher in between meetings –
Well … I’ve been changed because I didn’t like one of my electives ..
because I didn’t like Dance because it was too hard .. I got changed to Food Tech .. so
now I’m doing Food Tech instead of Dance. SC:D:2

It was evident from the interview responses of Daria, Terri and Mrs S that the meeting agenda
had been largely influenced by Daria’s discomfort with her Dance elective. Her mother became
Daria’s advocate in lobbying to change electives and her teacher became the instrument via
which the change could be achieved.
Daria’s method of using trusted proxies to exercise agency was explained by Mrs S –
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… She actually said, “I don’t like Maths at all” and I think that is her way of not saying,
“I need some extra help” but it was her way of suggesting .. I need an intervention .. so
it was a very round about way. Even asking, “What do you like about school?” .. she
finds that really hard. That was too broad a question for her …. You have to be really
specific about what you want her to talk about.

SC:DT:1

Daria’s emergent skills in self-advocacy skills in the form of clearly articulated opinions and
feelings were also evident in her interviews. She may not have known how to “fix” her
discomfort in grappling with learning outcomes that appeared to her unattainable but she knew
that she felt, and she was capable of expressing her feelings Well … everything I do … pretty much .. is always something .. I don’t know
… yeah (long pause) .. I try so hard …

SC:D:2

Yeah … but … (pauses) it’s just been so hard this year … because I lost a family
member (starts to cry)..

SC:D:2

Drawing on evidence found in the Personalised Plan generated as a result of the Personalised
Planning meeting, there seemed to have been little emphasis placed in the context of the meeting
fostering Daria’s goal-setting skills. The online template used by all schools in the sector for
Personalised Planning has a facility for goals to be included in specific domains identified as
areas in which Daria requires adjustments. It is evident, however, that attention was not given in
the two meetings held in the research period to the development of personalised, practical,
measurable and time-limited goals relevant to these domains. The goal in the Curriculum
domain of the Personalised Plan, for example, was very general in nature and appeared to be
more reflective of the aspirations held for Daria rather than the goals Daria aspired to herself,
“Daria will continue to develop her skills” (sighted from Daria’s Personalised Plan) .

Despite not having been involved in setting specific short term goals related to her learning, it
was clear that Daria found ways of communicating her concerns and priorities with Mrs S and
Terri and that these became a focus in both the formal meetings and intervening communication
between the two women. When Daria was concerned about a social issue, for example, she
confided in Mrs S –

(Daria) mentioned that she had to block a boy on her phone because he had been
hassling her. That happened a couple of weeks ago and I found out last week and I was
trying to get Daria to tell her mum ….. so we talked (in the meeting) about those things
.. SC:DT:3
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It was evident that the relationship between Mrs S and Terri was an important instrument of
Daria’s agency as it directed discussions that resulted in the review of supports and adjustments.

To conclude, Daria did not view the Personalised Planning process as a vehicle for expressing
her agency regarding the types of academic or social adjustments she required to participate at
school. Rather, she routinely found other ways of expressing agency - by seeking out Mrs S or
responding to Mrs S’s questions and by reporting concerns to Terri who probed until she gained
fuller insight into issues of concern. Her self-advocacy outside Personalised Planning meetings,
however, had a significant influence on the agenda of the meetings and sometimes on their
timing (for example, to coincide with “Electives Night”).

4.3

The Agency of Terri

Daria’s mother, Terri, appeared accustomed to assuming various roles to secure outcomes on her
daughter’s behalf – spokesperson, advocate, interpreter and broker. Over the course of the three
interview sets, it was apparent that Terri resolutely pursued agenda items in Personalised
Planning meetings that she had tabled for discussion. The extent to which agendas set in the
context of Daria and Terri’s home, were authentically initiated by Daria is a matter of conjecture.
Daria may not have intended her concerns and opinions to become the subject matter of
Personalised Planning but they appeared to have been shaped into agenda items by Terri. There
were several themes evident in Terri’s interview responses that resonated with her daughter’s
responses, suggesting that Terri was acting as Daria’s proxy and advocate during the
Personalised Planning meetings and on intervening occasions between the meetings.

One salient theme was the ongoing difficulty Daria was experiencing in accessing school work
that was too difficult for her, both conceptually and in terms of its literacy level. It was evident
that Terri did not assume the role of proxy without providing her daughter with the opportunity
to act on her own behalf and the school the space to calibrate adjustments –

I let it [the concern about level of difficulty] run its course last year because I
understand that the school has to work out where her ability is.

SC:DM:1

So I’m not one that after three months would come in and go, “This is too hard”. You
know, I would just help her through it at home and then Mrs S would come to me then
and go, “I think we need to put her into a more Living Skills [sic] sort of arrangement”
… so yeah…

SC:DM:1

The quote above illustrates a willingness on Terri’s part to allow some natural consequences to
flow from an apparent mismatch between the depth of adjustments and Daria’s functional
capacity in the area of academics. Terri appeared prepared, at least in the short term, for Daria to
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be uncomfortable with schoolwork being “too hard” and accepting of the fact that she would
need to assist her daughter during this period. Also evident in the quote was Terri’s implicit trust
that Mrs S would, with time, work out the difficulties on the school end in determining the
required level of adjustment in order for Daria to access tasks more independently.

At the mid-point interview Terri related that Mrs S had made arrangements for Daria to access
Life Skills outcomes in several subjects. Terri pointed to Daria’s inability to access formal
assessments as being the precipitating factor for this decision … now she’s on a Living Skills …….. because she was doing a lot of assignments
which she really didn’t understand the concepts of ….

SC:DM:2

Another reason provided by Terri for this significant change in academic programming was the
evidence that Daria was failing to generalise knowledge and skills – “she may get it today but
not get it tomorrow”.

SC:DM:1

Terri did not mention whether other measures had been taken to revise the types of adjustments
that teachers were making to facilitate curriculum access for Daria. Terri’s perception, however,
was that the failure to provide Daria with tasks that she could independently access was because
“the teacher (is) not getting what her ability is”.

SC:DM:2

Another shared concern of Terri and Daria was that of the suitability of subject choice.

I had concerns about electives coming up for next year and what would be suitable for
her and basically they [teachers] have relaxed what I was worried about, saying things
could be adapted and that they’ll go through … they’ve organised a meeting with all the
students who have special learning needs and they’re going to go through subjects that
would be more applicable to them rather than doing Commerce and stuff like that, doing
Child Studies and Dancing and Food Tech ….

SC:DM:1

Just as Daria had deferred to her mother and teacher in making decisions about her pattern of
studies, so too, on this occasion, did Terri defer to school representatives to determine “subjects
that would be more applicable” to “students with special learning needs” including her daughter.
Such an approach is contrary to the principles of personalised learning espoused by ACARA
(2018), the Australian Government Department of Education and Training (2015) and NESA
(2018). ‘Personalised learning .. [starts] from the premise that learners should be actively,
continually engaged in setting their own targets, devising their own learning plans and goals,
choosing from among a range of different ways to learn.’ (Leadbeater, 2004, p. 69).
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Terri’s reticence in taking a more proactive role in contributing to curriculum choices on Daria’s
behalf may have been due to a lack of knowledge about subjects and school processes. Terri’s
relationship with the Learning Support Coordinator, Mrs S, became key in bolstering her
confidence to take a lead role in decision-making and advocating for Daria She’ll [Mrs S] come back with suggestions and so on. Even with these electives I said
to Mrs S, “I don’t want to tell her what to do because I believe if Daria is happy in
doing whatever subject she’s doing, she will learn.” So I said, “It’s not me saying, ‘No
you can’t do this. You have to do this and this’”. I want her to be able to be happy with
what she’s doing, you know, Mrs S then said to me that anything can be adapted to her
abilities.

SC:DM:2

Prompted by the interviews, Terri’s agency became more conspicuous over the duration of the
data collection period. Terri’s responses in her last two interviews contributions identified ways
in which she had contributed a family perspective in decisions about choices regarding
curriculum adjustments for Daria within and between Personalised Planning meetings –
… So I email Mrs S if I have any issues .. for example .. Daria was not happy with her
electives .. umm .. and we changed one of them … and that was done within two days.
So that’s a good system .. yeah

SC:DM:2

Terri appeared quite comfortable in translating Daria’s concerns and opinions into specific goals.
Daria’s anxiety about achieving learning outcomes in Mathematics, for example, was an issue
that Terri had obviously reflected upon and translated into the functional goal of gaining money
skills [Daria will] talk about what she likes to do, what subjects she’s still struggling with …
like the Maths .. like it’s still not at her level so Mrs S has suggested now that she might
pull her out for a couple of one-on-one Maths (lessons) and I have basically reiterated
what we do at home is basically we take her shopping and talk about money and what
change you get and that sort of thing and that’s what Mrs S’s going to be doing and
basically doing it from a basic level in the Maths rather than the times tables and the ..
you know … basically getting back to the basics of .. you know .. if you give this much
money, how much change should you get?

SC:DM:1

An introduction to the world of work was identified by Terri as a particular issue of importance
for Daria. It was Terri’s stated belief that Daria had identified this as a priority but this was not
corroborated in interviews with Daria ––
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Okay .. so I’ve had a couple of meetings [between Personalised Planning meetings] and
we have discussed issues that Daria has requested such as at the beginning of this year a
lot of the kids were getting part-time positions. So I spoke to Miss R about avenues for
Darian because, obviously, the normal avenues might not suit her ..

SC:DM:2

Whether or not the initial idea of enlisting the school in the search for part-time work was
Daria’s or Terri’s, it was clear that Terri saw it as her responsibility to articulate this issue as a
priority. Although Daria was relatively young in terms of seeking a part-time position, Terri’s
impulse to pursue this opportunity on behalf of her daughter was, according to the research of
Blustein et.al (2016), consistent with the concerns held by many parents of young people with
intellectual disability.

Recognising that the pathway from expectation to outcome is complex, it may be that
the expectations parents hold influence the types of early exposure and career-related
experiences provided to their children with [Intellectual and Developmental
Disabilities] (Blustein et.al. p. 164).
Terri continued to include planning for Daria’s post-school future as an item for discussion in the
final Personalised Planning meeting in the research period. As part of her program for ensuring
a secure post-school pathway for Daria, Terri enlisted the help of Mrs S in supplying
documentation to support Daria’s registration for the NDIS. It was also apparent that she had
been investigating local Disability Service Providers regarding work experience opportunities –
Because she’s approaching fifteen so we want to get some sort of plan in place .. umm ..
the school is actually looking at the Café .. it’s run by (Local Disability Service
Provider) .. one day a week .. so .. we’ll just see how it all goes .. but even with that we
might need the NDIS number so that they get some sort of funding towards it. SC:DM:3

Across the research period, Terri appeared to have grown in her knowledge of both school
processes and the availability of community-based services. It was evident that Terri’s
collaborative relationship with Mrs S had encouraged this acquisition of knowledge and that the
two were taking a team approach to post-school planning. Terri believed that she and Mrs S
shared a common belief in how best to prepare Daria for a more independent future –

Let her do it and then .. if she has struggles .. then we help her.

4.4

SC:DM:3

The Agency of Mrs S

In her first interview Mrs S provided examples of how her agency, in the context of the
collaborative relationship with Daria and Terri, was heavily influenced by factors external to that
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relationship. One such factor was the timing of Personalised Planning meetings. According to
Mrs S this was often influenced by system or government accountabilities (or perceived
accountabilities) –
You sort of plan .. “When’s a good time for those kids to have (a Personalised Plan
meeting)?” and sometimes it’s not before that date .. that August cut-off for the
NCCD… sometimes you feel like you’ve got to get all your PPs done in the first half of
the year.

SC:DT:1

Another external factor impinging on Mrs S’s agency was the fact that she relied on Daria’s
subject teachers to translate the decisions made in the Personalised Planning meetings into
adjustments to assist Daria to access learning outcomes. As Mrs S revealed in the quote below,
it was the lack of competence or confidence on the part of some of Daria’s teachers, as much as
Daria’s inability to access regular curriculum outcomes, that led to the decision for Daria to
follow Life Skills programs in several subjects.
Sometimes staff still have a tough time working out exactly (the student’s) abilities are
so sometimes the work is still a little difficult but being on Life Skills makes the
teachers relax a little bit more in terms of supporting the kids. So if it was just if it was
just straight adjustments … sometimes that is a little harder to manage. Some KLAs are
really good at it so it is just a matter of reminding them and supporting staff and
providing resources if they need them.

SC:DT:1

In her mid-point interview, it became apparent that Mrs S sometimes felt her agency, in terms
driving the implementation of agreed adjustments, was undermined by some teachers’ lack of
understanding –

.. I think some (teachers) still need a little bit of help with realising the level .. the
difference between Daria and the other students.

SC:DT:2

(Daria) comes out for Tutorial and then for an extra tutorial. It’s not a lot .. and then
occasionally when (students) get assessments .. some people are still struggling to
remember that she is on Life Skills.

SC:DT:2

The assessments referred to in the quote above were summative or formal written assessments
not required to be completed by students accessing Life Skills outcomes.
There were also logistical frustrations undermining Mrs S’s agency. A theme of Mrs S’s
interviews was her determination to gather data about the students she supported – both through
diagnostic assessments and by directly observing learning strengths and challenges in situ. As
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the quote below reveals, Mrs S regarded the fact that she did not teach Daria as a barrier to
gathering the type of data that underpinned collaborations with Daria and Terri –
I think, too, part of the problem is I don’t teach her and I find that difficult at times …
so setting up (pull out) programs is a really good way of me being in contact with as
many kids as possible.

SC:DT:1

Mrs S often took on the roles of problem-solver and facilitator in the collaborative relationship
and these roles were germane to her agency. In the area of post-school planning, for example,
Mrs S, translated the goals Terri held for Daria into compatible subject choices –
(Daria) was still worried about Child Studies and Dance. So she decided dance wasn’t
for her .. it wasn’t her career path any more so she swapped into Food Tech. SC:DT:2

To accommodate a more targeted focus on the acquisition of literacy skills, Mrs S organised a
pull-out program for Daria, attempting to customise a program routinely used with students with
high literacy needs.
We’ve started (Daria) on MultiLit with M (School Support Officer). M is doing a little
bit of other activities as well to go with the MultiLit because Daria struggles with the
sounds and remembering the sounds .. (MultiLit) isn’t quite perfect for Daria so there’s
a few adjustments that M’s been making with that. We’re lucky because M is a
qualified Primary School teacher.

SC:DT:2

The comment above highlights several methods key to supporting Daria – the practice
retrofitting existing programs to accommodate Daria’s functional difficulties, the deployment of
a School Support Officer (teacher’s aide) to support Daria and the implementation of programs
outside the regular classroom.

Integral to the agency of Mrs S was her advocacy for the inclusion of the voices of both Terri
and Daria in the collaborative process. Mindful of Daria’s expressive language difficulties, Mrs
S drew on Terri’s knowledge of Daria’s wishes and concerns –
… We really need to be really confident that Mum is happy with what we’re doing [in
terms of implementing adjustments] because Daria does find it hard to verbalise what
she wants so Mum knows her well and is sort of aware of her needs. So that’s great. So
it’s a really positive connection.

SC:DT:1

There was a keen recognition on the part of Mrs S of the pivotal role played by Terri in the
collaborative relationship –
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(Personalised Planning meetings) are always really positive because Mum is really on
board and she recognises what Daria needs. Daria’s mum is always supportive of things
but is also able to suggest a couple of things that we can do at school which is also
really good so she doesn’t just sit there and wait for us (teachers) to work something
out. She’ll sort of offer – “This is what helps”.

SC:DT:1

Mrs S’s deference to Terri as an expert in effective strategies to support Daria’s learning helped
to cement a strong collaborative relationship between the two women. The relationship was
buttressed by regular communication –
I think they’re (parents) pretty good with emailing and just texting if they need to ……
Terri was okay with letting us know over the last eighteen months of a few incidents
that have happened.

SC:DT:2

(Terri) needed information for the NDIS earlier this week so she just emailed and I just
photocopied and sent it off … or sometimes she’ll text .. but usually emails if she’s
worried about something .. so that’s good .. it’s a much more accessible form.
SC:DT:3

While Mrs S tried to encourage the voice of Daria in her own Personalised Planning, she
admitted that Daria “struggled with the formality” of the meetings (SC:DT:1) and that Mrs S
may not have done all she could to scaffold the experience –
I probably don’t talk to the kids enough beforehand to prepare them because I don’t
often see them .. SC:DT:1
Mrs S seemed to place more emphasis on encouraging Daria’s agency by commenting on
adjustments already in place –

I catch up with the child later and just check that those things (adjustments) are
doable. SC:DT:1

In summary, Mrs S exercised agency by taking on the roles of problem-solver and facilitator in
the collaborative relationship that centred around Daria. She initiated pull-out programs,
researched post-school pathways, communicated agreed adjustments with other teachers and
endeavoured to consult with teachers about instructional strategies for Daria. Mrs S intentionally
encouraged the agency of the other collaborators. She supported the agency of Daria before and
after formal collaborative meetings by having Daria to assess and articulate her own level of
comfort with the adjustments and supports arranged on her behalf during those meetings. Mrs S
was also frequently in contact with Terri to solicit her perceptions of the appropriateness of
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Daria’s adjustment plan and to provide Terri with opportunities to speak as Daria’s proxy. This
regular communication between members of Daria’s collaborative cluster had the effect of
encouraging the agency of all members. Despite frustrations with the logistical constraints posed
by a heavy collaborative case load Mrs S’s agency was most evident in the way she nurtured the
collaborative relationship between herself, Daria and Terri.

4.5

Determining adjustments

While efforts were made by Mrs S to communicate to teachers the substantial level of
adjustments required to facilitate access to the curriculum for Daria, there appeared to be an
element of a crisis management approach to calibrating these adjustments. In other words, there
was a certain resignation on the part of all involved in the collaborative relationship that, from
time to time, learning materials, instructions, content or assessments would be inaccessible to
Daria. This would become evident not only through teacher observation and assessment but also
through increased anxiety on Daria’s part. When this occurred, Terri, Daria and Mrs S would
strategise about an appropriate response. As referenced in the sections above, negotiated
strategies included additional teacher’s aide support, pull-out tutorials, changing electives and retargeting learning outcomes from regular syllabus outcomes to Life Skills outcomes.
The term “adjustments” alludes to the fact that there is an immutable curriculum against which
adjustments are measured. Adjustments are, therefore, dynamic and personalised. The
Disability Standards for Education 2005 also dictate that they are negotiated with the individuals
for whom they have been designed and/or their associates (parents or carers). The dynamic
nature of the collaborative process that formulated the adjustments provided to Daria was
captured in the following quote from Mrs S –

I think .. always asking (the student), I suppose, is probably the thing and, you know,
just being open to change so we’ve been really flexible .. and it probably looks
disorganised but it’s really important to sort of change the things that we can in order to
fit in with what they want and so yeah and usually (the students have) got really good
ideas .. and making sure that even if it’s not their ideas they feel that before we put
anything in place.

SC:DT:2

Mrs S clearly saw a need for the student to buy into the adjustments being provided in order for
those adjustments to be effective. The excerpt above also points to the fact that, in order to be
relevant, adjustments needed to be regularly reviewed and school personnel needed to be
responsive to the fluidity of adjustments by being “open to change”.
As a conduit for information emanating from Daria’s Personalised Planning meetings (and other
collaborative interactions with Daria’s family) to the teaching staff and feedback from teaching
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staff to Daria and her family, Mrs S felt responsible for communicating that information
accurately in order for adjustments to be made with fidelity. In the excerpt below, Mrs S
describes how teachers responded to information disseminated from Personalised Planning
meetings and how she devised a process for including them in collaborations around
adjustments –

It depends on the teacher ... I usually just type (the adjustments) into the Personalised
Plan and just summarise that .. but this time I actually … reversed (the process) and had
a little format that looked at adjustment in the classroom, adjustment in instruction and
adjustment for assessment and then other comments. So I just did a little template like
that .. I filled it in as (the teachers and I) met and (then I) talked to the (parents and
students) about that .... I think that’s been a little bit better .. still not perfect .. but it
really just depends on the teacher. Some people are wonderful and just go “Yeah. That
was just what I needed” and other people I think see my name and delete it (laughs).
SC:DT:2

The inclusion of subject teachers in the collaborative process via a template caused its own
frustrations for Mrs S but she appeared resigned to the reality that a combination of logistical,
resourcing and time factors would always present barriers to collaborative relationships between
families and schools –
(The Personalised Planning meeting) should be .. in an ideal world .. to make sure we’re
on the right track .. so it would be lovely just to pop in and do a sort of very relaxed
quick meeting … just check that everything’s .. on the go .. and .. just sort of
connecting the school and the child and the parents .. and we’re really just of the one
page .. and so that would be great if we sort of had the time to get that done that way ..
but they’re usually a really good time to make sure, as I said, that we’re doing it the
right way for their child as much as possible given circumstances and restrictions ..
SC:DT:3

4.6

Summary

Daria’s case study illustrates the crucial role of a healthy collaborative relationship between
teacher, parent and student when planning adjustments for a student with significant barriers to
curriculum access. Evidence described in this chapter demonstrated that adjustments planned in
the context of Personalised Planning meetings were in need of regular review to ensure
consistency in implementation by all teachers. The role of Mrs S was crucial in assisting
teachers to recognise the depth to which adjustments to materials, instruction, assessment and
support needed to be made in order for Daria to access learning outcomes. Sometimes Daria
changed her mind about her interest in certain courses. In these circumstances, it fell to the
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collaborative team of Mrs S, Terri and Daria to re-align adjustments and support to afford Daria
a measure of independence and comfort when it came to undertaking learning tasks. It was
apparent that regular contact between Mrs S and Terri had also resulted in a sharing of
knowledge about Daria in the home and school contexts that could be utilised in negotiations
about subject preferences and effective strategies.
While Terri was Daria’s primary proxy in collaborative discussions, it was evident that Mrs S
also played this role at times. In negotiations around post-school planning, for example, both
Terri and Mrs S attempted to translate Daria’s strengths and interests into the selection of
subjects that would yield work-ready skills. Both women were also willing to make concessions
for Daria’s shifting interests and functional difficulties.
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Chapter 5
The Case of Elle
5.1

History and Context

Elle and her younger sister attend St Casimir’s Catholic High School. The girls live with both
parents who are in full time employment. Like fellow research subject, Daria, Elle was 14 years
old and in Year 8 at St Casimir’s when this research commenced.
Elle’s academic challenges have been evident since she enrolled in Kindergarten at a local
Catholic primary school in 2008. Having completed a Reading Recovery Program as a Year 1
student and after making slower than expected progress in acquiring reading skills in the context
of that program, Elle was referred for a psychometric assessment by her Year 2 teacher in order
to gain a clearer picture of her cognitive profile. The premise behind the referral was that the
resultant data would enable the school to establish personalised adjustments to support learning
gains. Elle’s first WISC IV (Weschler, 2003) assessment in 2011 determined that she had an
intellectual disability in the borderline range with significant functional deficits in most skill
areas including Communication, Community Use, Functional Academics, School Living, Health
and Safety and Self-Direction. A subsequent WISC IV (Weschler, 2003) assessment in 2014
assessed Elle as having an intellectual disability in the mild range (FSIQ 65) with a similar
functional profile to her 2011 assessment.

Elle had attended the same primary school as Daria but, unlike Daria, did not receive instruction
in the school’s Learning Support Centre. Initially, Elle’s adjustments to curriculum, assessment
and instruction were provided in the context of the regular classroom (with the exception of the
intensive, pull-out Reading Recovery program in which she participated in 2009). Over the
course of Elle’s schooling, her mother, Michelle, has regularly sought assistance for Elle from
external tutors and a speech pathologist in order to encourage Elle’s academic development. In
Year 3 (2011) Elle participated in NAPLAN and achieved results consistent with the middle 60%
of the national cohort of Year 3 students for Writing only. Her results for Reading, Spelling,
Grammar and Punctuation and Numeracy were below the National Average. Her NAPLAN
results in Years 5, 7 and 9 showed a similar pattern with improvement in Spelling relative to her
cohort over time.

At the time of the study, Elle was working towards regular syllabus outcomes in all subjects.
Her Personalised Plan identified several adjustments that were targeted for application over all
her subjects, namely, additional teacher demonstration, explicit teaching and modelling,
repetition of key concepts and content and simplified explicit instructions. Beyond these
measures, Elle was expected to identify for herself times when support was needed. Data from
interviews with Mrs S suggests that adjustments noted in Elle’s Personalised Plan have been
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supplemented by other adjustments like “no homework” (SC:ET:1) “adjustments to the length of
her texts” and “time out” (SC:ET:1) and that these adjustments had been communicated to Elle’s
teachers through channels such as the school’s database and staff briefings (according to Mrs S).

According to Michelle, Elle was present during small periods of the Personal Planning meetings
held in her later primary years but did not participate fully in the meetings until she reached high
school. Her current Learning Support Coordinator, Mrs S, noted that Elle has been present at all
Personalised Planning meetings since Year 7.

5.2

The Agency of Elle

Consistent with the research design, participants in Elle’s interview set were interviewed directly
after the first Personalised Planning meeting, at a mid-point between the first and second
meetings (some months after the first meeting) and directly after the second Personalised
Planning meeting. Michelle was present during Elle’s interviews but did not interject, sitting at a
distance from her daughter so as not to make eye contact. Mrs S did not attend Elle’s interviews.
Elle’s demeanor in each of the interviews was shy and reticent and interview responses over the
course of the data collection period were very brief, often consisting of a single word or phrase.
This was not unexpected given the nature of Elle’s disability (described briefly in the History
and Context section of this chapter).

In the first interview, Elle was ill and excused herself after only a few minutes stating that she
was feeling ill. Elle’s second and third interviews were also brief but she was far more engaged
in the process. Despite the brevity of exchanges in Elle’s interviews, several of her comments
point to evidence of involvement in problem solving, self-advocacy and decision-making both in
the context of Personalised Planning meetings and beyond them.
Elle’s first responses indicated that she had understood what was being discussed in the
preceding Personalised Planning Meeting and that she had offered input into the Personalised
Planning process. When directed by the interviewer to “Tell [her] about the meeting [Elle] just
had”, Elle was able to identify a key theme of the meeting –

We were discussing about [sic] who we want in our class and the level and abilities of
the class.

SC:E:1

She was also able to discern the purpose of the discussion –

Um .. to help me get through Year 9 easier. SC:E:1
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Well, there’s going to be people in the class that have the same level as what I do … I
won’t be like the only one….

SC:E:1

In the excerpt above Elle connected the idea of creating a class composed of at least a proportion
of students with learning needs similar to her own with the facility of teachers to better tier
instruction to meet those needs. She was also aware of the need to use specific learning tools to
help her keep pace with her peers, particularly in Mathematics. She explained it in the following
way–
Yeah .. it’s just like basically we [students with additional learning needs] have to get
the main idea .. not doing like the extension. And working out .. we can use our
calculator but still having the idea of it.

SC:E:1

Elle had also hinted at a social difficulty that she had been experiencing in classes to date – her
self-consciousness about her perception of being (in Elle’s words) “the only one” to have
learning challenges. While Elle perceived the main criterion for determining class composition
as assembling classmates of “the same level”, Mrs S’s response suggested that the class would be
created with a view to minimising Elle’s social dilemmas –
[Elle’s] been very emotional so we’re just sort of working out class groups so it was a
really good time to meet in terms of planning for next year going into Year 9 and
making sure we can minimise the effects of the social group so that we can make sure
she’s in with a couple [of students] that she works really well with and just one or two
of the kids she’s had difficulties with this year can be in another class. SC:ET:1
The fact that Elle’s social and academic needs were being factored into the composition of
classes for the following year suggests that Elle’s direct advocacy or the advocacy of her proxy,
Michelle, had resulted in a desired outcome –
Um. I think it will take more stress off me. I won’t be as frustrated at home with my
homework because I’ll know that it won’t be as hard as Year 8.

SC:E:1

While Elle’s responses to interview questions were brief, on several occasions her answers
provided evidence that she was able to voice her opinion in Personalised Planning meetings
about what adjustments she preferred. For example, she had been placed in two pull-out
interventions and used the Personalised Planning meeting as an opportunity to lobby for the
deletion of one of the programs –

.. Yeah. I want to drop the reading but tutorials help when you have a lot of assessment.
SC:E:2
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She was also able to articulate her preferences for agenda items for her next Personalised Plan
meeting –
Umm .. how my grades are going .. and if I’m struggling .. and not that good (sic).
SC:E:3
It was Mrs S’s perception that Elle needed little or no encouragement to express her opinion on
the nature of adjustments and supports she received –
She’s pretty confident which is really good and she is able to say what she thinks so
she’s been able to do that a fair bit with different issues … She’s very good at sort of
saying, “this wasn’t right” .. “I need help with this” .. so I don’t need to encourage much
actually ..

SC:ET:2

Although Elle did not elaborate in interviews about the role she played in problem-solving and
decision-making in Personalised Planning meetings, there was no indication that she relinquished
these responsibilities entirely to her mother and teacher. Her language demonstrated that she
wished to stay in the frame of problem-solving and decision-making, consistently using the
personal pronoun in her interview responses – “I think …”, “I want …”, “I’m struggling ..”.

Michelle explained the way in which her daughter demonstrated agency in the context of the
Personalised Planning meeting –
Well she can contribute in the way – who she wants to be with in class, how hard she
finds the work, if she wants to keep doing adjusted [work], whether she wants to go to
tutorial classes – if she still thinks that suitable for her still or not and, in this instance,
she chose to .. get that little bit extra help she needs .. so yeah .. she does contribute and
put her thoughts into it.

SC:EM:1

Michelle was also able to cast light on how Elle exercises preferences and solves problems
outside the formal meeting process. She emails her teachers directly –
You know.. there’s email there so it’s easy to contact a teacher where necessary .. and
Elle does the same where she needs to if she’s having trouble with anything she’ll email
the teacher and ask for help. We went away the other day for the weekend so she asked
if she could have the work sent to her for that day .. so things like that .. so there’s a lot
of communication that can happen.
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SC:EM:3

The use of the My Support Plan scaffold was another way that Elle was able to give voice to her
concerns about learning, access and participation. Before her second Personalised Planning
meeting, Elle spent a lesson engaging with this tool, placing images relating to school
participation and learning onto the triangle template to identify areas in which she felt she
needed significant support, areas in which she needed some support and areas in which she felt
she could operate independently. After completing the exercise, the triangle template was
photographed and the captured feedback discussed in the ensuing Personalised Planning meeting.
The tool revealed that Elle wanted help to control her anxiety, an issue that was also a theme in
her mother’s interviews. Elle’s other primary concerns were related to the idea of having to
perform or express herself in front of others – “school assembly” [at Elle’s school, students act
as moderators at school assemblies and are often called upon to display work or accept awards]
and “speaking in front of the class”.
Image 3: Elle’s My Support Plan Scaffold

In short, Elle’s investment in the Personalised Planning process and her willingness to engage in
problem-solving, self-advocacy and decision-making spoke of her desire to act in a selfdetermined manner. She expressed her agency directly to the educators at the Personalised
Planning meeting or through Michelle as a trusted proxy. Her agency was bolstered by the trust
and comfort she felt in the collaborative relationship composed of Mrs S, Michelle and herself.
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5.3

The Agency of Michelle

Michelle’s input into the two Personalised Planning meetings directed the course of the
discussions. She saw her principal responsibility in the meetings as raising concerns on behalf of
her daughter. Michelle expressed how she understood this proxy role in the third interview –
I’m able to tell [Mrs S] .. you know .. her concerns .. in case she [Elle] doesn’t tell them
to her [Mrs S] .. and .. you know .. she [Elle] may be sometimes different at home to
what she is at school. She may be more open to me than she is to her teachers and
friends .. so that way we [home and school] can communicate and make sure we’re both
on the same page.

SC:EM:3

According to Michelle, her role as proxy was evidenced in the first of the two Personalised
Planning meetings spanned by the research period. Michelle shared Elle’s objective of ensuring
that the learning environment was made more accessible, both socially and academically. The
decision made in the meeting regarding varying the class composition for Year 9 was, therefore,
a source of relief for Michelle –
I think she feels better knowing that she’s going to have people in her class who she
knows and who she’s friends with, who she’ll be able to work with well. So she’ll feel
more comfortable going to class than what she is at the moment.

SC:EM:1

While Elle’s interview responses had not explicitly identified bullying as an issue of concern,
Michelle’s account of her daughter’s social struggles [perceived as bullying] indicated that she
saw social factors as being an obstacle to Elle’s inclusion. In Michelle’s view, these difficulties
impacted on her daughter’s perception of herself in relation to her peers –
She struggled a little bit this year .. a little bit with bullying and that sort of thing. It’s
just to make her feel better about herself and .. that .. it’s not that hard .. do you know
what I mean?

SC:EM:1

Michelle clearly saw Elle’s sense of self worth and social connections as important topics to
address in discussions related to inclusion, participation and improving learning outcomes. She
did not feel constrained by formal meeting structures to approach the school about such issues,
demonstrating confidence in her own agency and the relationship she enjoyed with her primary
school contact, Mrs S, by making contact at point of need–
If there’s ever a problem, I know that I can email, [Mrs S]. We did that at the
beginning of the year when we were having a couple of issues with Elle not wanting to
be at school because of things that were happening and that sort of thing and actually it
was the end of the school holidays when I emailed [Mrs S] and she replied straight away
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and that put my mind at ease and Elle’s as well because she was very worried about
coming back to school on the first day and we were able to sort things out straight
away. SC:EM:1

On another occasion, a meeting had been arranged with Mrs S outside the Personalised Planning
meeting protocol to review Elle’s academic progress and address concerns Elle was reportedly
having in coping with the workload and pace in Mathematics. The planned calibration of Elle’s
academic adjustments in this subject involved scaling back on content and targeted outcomes.
The following interview response demonstrates Michelle’s prioritisation of Elle’s “understanding
what she’s doing” and “not having to stress” over any impact the adjustment might have on her
daughter’s grade –
So we’ve had another meeting with [Mrs S] … just before the end of last term just to
see how Elle’s going in everything and Elle said that she was struggling with her Maths
so [Mrs S] has put in place where she doesn’t do as many topics in Maths .. she does
less .. that will obviously affect her mark but at least she’s understanding what she’s
doing .. not having to stress about the quantity of what there is in Maths. She’s [Elle]
happy about that. SC:EM:2

In relation to other planned academic adjustments for Elle in the areas of content and instruction,
Michelle’s responses in the first interview indicated that she mostly agreed with approaches
taken by the school:
Elle gets adjusted work. [Mrs S] will obviously let them [Elle’s teachers] know to keep
doing that adjusted work for Elle and the main focus of it is that she understands the
idea of what that class is and she doesn’t have to do all the little extra bits .. as long as
she knows the main idea. That’s all she needs to focus on.

SC:EM:1

Yes. Less written work. If they have an assessment, for instance, she doesn’t have to
expand so much on that subject. She has to have less key points in regards to that so .. I
guess .. it involves a bit less research and that makes it easier for her.

SC:EM:1

In regard to the idea of adjusting the amount of reading Elle might receive from her teachers,
Michelle valued the importance of Elle exercising her judgement and agency according to the
circumstances –

[The text load] is probably a bit less. Elle tries to put that little bit extra in .. if she can..
just so she can push herself a little bit …. to be more at the level of the other kids if you
like. Just to show, “I can do a little bit more .. than the adjusted”.
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SC:EM:1

In her second interview, Michelle provided further evidence of Elle asserting her preference for
“try[ing] to put that little bit extra in” in relation to a take-home assessment she had been given,
an approach that Michelle did not discourage –

She just finished a Religion Assessment where she did get the adjusted version .. she
then chose to do the normal one. So she tries where she can to do the normal one. If
she finds that it is too difficult for her .. because I don’t want to help her too much at
home .. because I want her to be able to do it herself. Then if she can’t do it, I tell her,
“Please ask your teachers because they need to know what you’re doing. It’s not my
homework, it’s yours. Your teachers need to know what you’re understanding and what
you’re not.” Do you know what I mean?

SC:EM:2

Michelle’s use of the adjectives “adjusted” and “normal” in relation to Elle’s assessment task
could provide a clue as to why Elle might choose to reject the former, given her sensitivities
about not appearing to be like her peers. Elle also had expressed a preference for accessing
Tutorial Support in her assessments. Opting for an assessment that she was unable to complete
independently, provided an opportunity to exercise this choice –

She did most of it with the help of her teachers because she has that tutorial class once a
week I think it is. So in that class, she was asking for help then.

SC:EM:2

Over the course the three interviews, it was evident that Michelle was focused not only on the
short-term fine-tuning of adjustments to accommodate Elle’s learning and social needs in the
short term but also on establishing a foundation for Elle’s post-school pathway –

We mentioned today that one of the subjects that Elle is doing next year is Child studies
and that’s the area that Elle wants to focus on moving on into her career so we spoke,
about things that we can do to lead into that, things like traineeships, you know going to
work experience one day a week at child care centres .. so that she can get her foot in
the door .. kind of thing. It’s not something she can do now but it’s there that we can
look at in the future when it comes time to do that..

SC:EM:1

Michelle’s preoccupation with planning for Elle’s post-school future was also a theme of her
third interview. Her strategic approach involved exploring what the school could offer Elle in
terms of subject choices in the short and long term as well as enlisting Mrs S to organise work
experience to provide Elle with a foretaste of what a career in Childcare might look and feel like.
An appealing by-product of work experience in Michelle’s eyes was that it would provide Elle
with some respite from her usual academic program –
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Umm .. we spoke today about Elle doing an in-school traineeship in Childcare .. so
that’s something that we’ll work towards .. to take the next steps in getting that
organised so that she can do that in Year 11 and 12. Now that she’s turning fifteen
we’re going to get some work experience for her. Starting now ..maybe one day a
fortnight .. just to get .. you know .. the feel for childcare and that sort of thing .. and
that will give her a little bit of a break [from lessons]. I think she’ll really enjoy doing
that because she just loves children. So that will give her that break and the
understanding of what she’s going to look forward to in the future..

SC:EM:3

According to Mrs S it had been Michelle who was interested in pursuing a discussion around
Elle’s vocational options and preferences and their current planning implications –
Elle’s going into Year 9 so we talked about the fact that she’ll be moving into electives
and we were looking at what she might be interested in so [Michelle] brought up that
[Elle]’s really keen to do childcare as a career .... So she’s doing Child Studies in Years
9 and 10 .. and we talked about the fact that when she turns 15 she’ll be able to do work
experience and she seemed really interested in that. ….. we were talking about like an
SBAT [School Based Apprenticeship or Traineeship] or TVET [TAFE delivered
Vocational Education and Training] course for Years 11 and 12. I know it’s ahead .. but
it goes so quickly.

SC:ET:1

… We talked about work experience .... one day a fortnight at a childcare centre .. and
we sort of wandered into the Year 11 and 12 SBAT and TVETs and things .. so that was
good too because I think Elle’s Mum’s pretty organised and likes to know these things
in advance …. we talked about next year it would be a good time in June to start
looking at what she wants to do .. that’s when we start putting things in place .. She’s
[Michelle] very supportive.

SC:ET:3

The fact that the topic of vocational planning was raised by Michelle when her daughter was in
year 8 attested to the importance Michelle placed on supporting incremental progress towards
Elle’s independence. When questioned as to whether Mrs S found this type of discussion
unusual so early in a student’s high school career, she responded that some parents take their
cues about the timing of vocational discussions from when their children show interest in a
particular career –
Like when the kids are really keen on one thing .. it might change but … she [Elle]
seems pretty [keen].. I think [Child Care is] something she’ll probably go into. So ..
yeah .. it doesn’t often happen with Year 8 but I think [Elle’s] parents really think ahead
and they’re sort of working out the best way to keep going .. so that’s good .. and
Mum’s really on the ball.. SC:ET:1
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If “on the ball” could be interpreted as “responsive to Elle’s needs and preferences”, then this
would appear to be an apt description. In the first discussion about possible vocational pathways
for Elle, Michelle presented herself not only as Elle’s proxy but also as the protector of Elle’s
well-being –
It puts her mind at ease knowing – “I know where I’m going” – do you know what I
mean? “I’ve got a pathway to follow and I don’t need to stress out so much about what
am I going to do.”

SC:EM:1

Michelle valued the certainty of following a defined path as something that would alleviate stress
in her daughter as she contemplated her future. How much of this perceived need for certainty
was Elle’s and how much was Michelle’s is an issue that will be addressed in Chapter 10. It was
evident that there was a high degree of reciprocity between Michelle’s concerns and opinions
and those of her daughter. Language used by Michelle indicated that she tended to perceive
differentiation in a binary way - learning was either “adjusted” or “normal”. This perception
appeared to influence Elle’s reluctance to accept differentiated learning materials.

5.4

The Agency of Mrs S

Evidence from the interviews of all participants suggested that Mrs S’s role was pivotal in the
identification, communication and implementation of personalised adjustments for Elle. In her
first interview, Michelle cast light on how Mrs S acted as a conduit for disseminating
information to other teachers –
If there’s ever a problem, I know that I can email Mrs S. Mrs S forwarded the email on
to whoever needed to know straight away which was awesome.. Elle’s House Leader is
aware of everything that’s going on and Mrs S passes on the information to her.
SC:EM:1

Mrs S verified that she was comfortable to act in the capacity of intermediary between Michelle
and the teaching staff. The following interview responses pointed to a two way transfer of
information between Mrs S and Michelle inferring a level of ease in the relationship that has
been fostered by Mrs S’s approachability –
Mum’s still sort of happy to email or whatever .. and just let me know .. and is always
very responsive to information sent home or anything you might want B to be involved
with ..

or whatever .. and she’s very good at letting you know if there’s any issue ....

even a little issue. Mum’s really aware that the quicker she responds to it .. and I think
Elle and her talk a lot

SC:ET:2
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Both Mum and Dad are really happy to contact [me] and are more than happy to come
in if they’re worried about something. … and they’re very supportive of Elle. They’re
lovely. SC:ET:1
In her role of “information disseminator”, Mrs S expressed a sense of responsibility to not only
convey Elle’s academic and social progress to her parents but also to educate the family
regarding the complexities of curriculum requirements and current educational credentialing –
[the purpose of the PP meetings is to] keep up to date with what’s happening with Elle
and also where [her] parents are going, particularly, I think for the older child .. um .. I
think it makes a difference because they (the family) haven’t got any experience with
any of the HSC processes or any of the RoSA (See Glossary) processes or anything at
all .. and sometimes when the child’s got a disability it’s an even more daunting
process..

SC:ET:3

While this part of her liaison role was apparently straight forward, Mrs S expressed some
frustration at communicating information about adjustments that were dynamic in nature to other
members of the teaching staff –

I probably need to be more organised with letting people know what comes out of these
meetings .. like .. I’ll probably let [Careers Advisor] know and [Teachers’ Aide] .. that
[Elle]’s looking at doing Work Experience .. but I’ll probably forget to tell her
homeroom teacher and year coordinator … which I think it’s really important that I do
that .. so .. I’ll try to remember now that I’ve said it out loud! SC:ET:3

Beyond her liaison role with Elle, her parents and school staff, Mrs S, drawing on her knowledge
of Elle’s academic capacity, school structures and curriculum imperatives, generated options for
Elle and her family to consider when they expressed concerns about Elle’s well-being or learning
progress – a pull-out Reading Program, Tutorial Support, Work Experience, suggestions for
elective subjects, no homework, adjusted learning materials, more time to complete assessments.
Sometimes Mrs S’s role then entailed re-calibrating recommended adjustments in the light of
Elle’s preferences –
[Michelle] said, “Elle doesn’t want to do [the Reading Program] any more. She’d rather
be in class doing the work.” So I had a chat to [the Teacher’s Aide] who was doing [the
Reading Program] and [she said that Elle]’s going okay .. will struggle with huge
content .. but that it was probably better for her [to conclude the reading program] just
for her own confidence and stuff .. to let her go..
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SC:ET:2

In terms of her role in planning and problem solving, it was evident that Mrs S saw herself as
instrumental in translating the family’s goals for Elle into a practical time frame –
…Probably this year, I think, is the year that [Elle]’ll probably just go through [with the
same adjustments] and next year we’ll have a bigger input in terms of organising for
Year 11 and also just [organising] some Work Experience … the beginning of Year 10
will probably be a bigger year in terms of any major change.

SC:ET:2

To summarise, the role of Mrs S in recommending and reviewing appropriate adjustments for
Elle was integral to the collaborative process. She also had the responsibility of communicating
adjustments, often fluid in nature, to Elle’s teachers and supporting those teachers in their
implementation. Elle’s teachers referred concerns about Elle to Mrs S and sought advice from
her in the appropriate handling of those concerns. Beyond these functions, Mrs S also supported
both Michelle and Elle to understand curriculum and credentialing issues, potential vocational
pathways and available community supports.

5.5

Determining adjustments

Determining adjustments for a student with disability like Elle is a complex and dynamic process
that takes into account “all the relevant circumstances and interests” including the student’s
disability, “the views of the student of the student’s associate” and the effect of the adjustments
on the student’s “ability to achieve learning outcomes, .. ability to participate in courses or
programs and .. independence” (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006, p. 14). There is a further
expectation that when adjustments are negotiated in the context of collaborative planning, such
as a Personalised Planning meeting, they will be “reasonable” in that they “balance the interests
of all parties affected” (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006, p. 14). It is also recognised that
adjustments may change over time. Other factors that inform the selection of reasonable
adjustments are: how well each of the participants in the planning, understand the nature and
impacts of the disability; how effectively current adjustments have been implemented and
reviewed and how competing social and learning concerns are prioritised.
Evidence from Mrs S’s first interview showed that Elle’s parents were active in trying to seek
opinions the opinions of “experts” in order to better understand Elle’s learning difficulties –

Elle gets adjustments to the length of the texts. Her reading is a bit of an issue. Her
Mum brought in a report from … (Behavioural Optometrist) and she said it didn’t seem
to show much .. but I have done a reading test (York Assessment of Reading for
Comprehension) on her and it’s even suggested here (shows Behavioural Optometrist
report) that it might be worth going to a dyslexia specialist .. but I don’t know ....
SC:ET:1
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The excerpt above also demonstrates that Mrs S was active in conducting assessments of her
own in order to tailor Elle’s adjustments. It is apparent that other reports that could have
provided different perspectives on the nature of Elle’s learning concerns – school reports and
psychometric reports – were not considered in the context of the discussion referred to above.
Despite some confusion about the cause or causes of Elle’s reading difficulties, there appeared to
be agreement by all parties involved in the Personalised Planning meetings that this barrier
needed to be addressed if Elle’s learning outcomes were to improve. Various options were
entertained (for example, the pull out reading program previously referred to) but one emerged
as the most practical – “Elle’s better off with just the amount of work being reduced” (SC:ET:1).
Both in the classroom context and in terms of teachers’ expectations for homework completion,
Elle’s workload was scaled back –
(The ‘no homework’ adjustment is) still in place and she just does the assessments .. and
often the assessments go for a few weeks .. so she’s getting a little bit [of take home
work].. just that little bit .. where there’s not all that pressure to have it done overnight
which I think is what she was worried about.

SC:ET:2

This key adjustment of reduced workload was supplemented by others that specifically addressed
Elle’s anxiety around formal assessments –
… and she has provisions, she has the adjusted tasks .. she has provisions for the tests
and we take her out a fair bit to support her ..

SC:ET:1

It was in the translation of this adjustment into learning programs where the personalised nature
of Elle’s adjustment became corrupted in its implementation –
She sometimes .. because she’s in the same group as H and L (two students with
intellectual disability) she sometimes ends up with the Life Skills work which isn’t too
bad for Elle because often the Life Skills work is not adjusted very well..

SC:ET:1

Because Elle works towards regular syllabus outcomes it is inappropriate that she be provided
with work that is based on a different set of outcomes - Life Skills. (Mrs S clarified that her
reference to Life Skills work not being adjusted very well meant that the work was not simplified
to the extent that would make it readily accessible to students H and L who require a more
functional curriculum).
Another adjustment featured in Elle’s Personalised Plan addressed her anxiety specifically,
ostensibly to enable Elle to obtain relief at point of need. Referred to at St Casimir’s as “Time
out”, this strategy allowed Elle, upon showing a small card glued into the front of her diary, to
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leave any class when she felt overwhelmed or anxious. Elle could then “check in” to the
Learning Support room to calm herself and receive tutorial support if she required it. Sometimes
“she [had] time out to have a bit of a chat” SC:ET:1. Mrs S, explained that, at the time of the
first interview, this type of adjustment was central to supporting Elle –
Yeah. It is at the moment .. just because she is so emotional at the moment .. she’s
really tender. That’s been a bit better the last couple of weeks so hopefully the
psychologist she’s working with is working miracles. SC:ET:1
Over the course of the three interview sets, Elle’s determination to distance herself from
conspicuously delivered additional learning support (be it in the form assistance from a Learning
Support teacher or a School Support Officer) became a distinct theme. For students with
intellectual disability like Elle, this type of support is common at St Casimir’s (as reported by
Mrs S) but it is also regularly negotiated according to the student’s need for social acceptance
and independence –
[Elle]’s pulled back a little bit on support .… .. she doesn’t want to do the Macqlit
reading at the moment .. so Mum’s happy for that .. .. [Elle] seems happy just to come
down [to the Learning Support room] for one or two things. I think she’s branching out
a little bit socially …. she’s so much more independent and doesn’t want to be seen as ..
not .. just doesn’t think she needs that same help .. so .. we’ll see how she goes but she’s
still getting the adjusted work. She’s happy with that .. just not coming here as much ..
which I think is good in a way. … Fly little bird [laughs]. That was ..her big request
and big change. SC:ET:2
Michelle was also involved in calibrating Elle’s level of support to align with her need for
independence. In this statement from her second interview, Michelle also seems to connect the
scaling back of additional support in the form of pull-out interventions with the intensification of
supports provided by the class teacher –
She’s feeling more comfortable. She’s able to do what she’s been given and that gives
her more confidence. She’s really enjoying English at the moment. .... She told me
yesterday, actually, that she’s been meaning to talk to Mrs S and tell her she doesn’t
need the reading groups anymore. She feels like she’s going well because she doesn’t
want to miss out on class to go to reading groups so she’s getting the full class
experience because the teacher in class is helping her along quite well so .. she’s feeling
like she’s coping .... She had a test today .. an exam in English today and she was really
confident .. like thought, “I’m just going to ace this one .. I know everything and the
teacher’s helping me and giving me notes and that” so .. that’s really good for her ..
SC:EM:2
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The willingness of both Mrs S and Michelle to keep revisiting and refining adjustments in place
for Elle pointed to a strong collaboration and apparent mutual respect for each other’s
perspectives –
The parents are really aware of Elle’s abilities. They are …. very realistic and very
supportive of the school and they know that we’ll try to do our best .. they’re very
accepting of the fact that we’re not going to .. “fix” everything, I suppose.

SC:ET:2

Presumably, the factor that was not going to be “fixed”, according to Mrs S, was Elle’s
intellectual disability. What has the potential to be fixed in future collaborations would be a
continual focus on mitigating barriers to learning so that Elle can continue to approximate the
learning outcomes of her age peers.

To conclude, the process of determining adjustments involved the consideration of diagnostic
and school-based data along with “all relevant circumstances and interests” (Commonwealth of
Australia, 2006, p. 14) to arrive at a plan facilitating greater access to the curriculum for Elle.
Elle’s weakness in the area of literacy was weighed against her desire not to be included in a
pull-out literacy program resulting in the alternative adjustment of a reduced workload. Along
with her academic adjustments, other measures were put in place to address Elle’s socialemotional needs - a “time out” strategy that reinforced Elle’s capacity to monitor her anxiety and
make independent decisions, and a “check in” strategy that provided an opportunity for Elle to
report any concerns to trusted teachers.

5.6

Summary

The agency of all three participants in this collaborative relationship is evident. While Michelle
and Mrs S have assumed the principal decision-making and problem-solving roles, they have
done so fully cognisant of Elle’s preferences, concerns and learning and emotional needs. In
Elle’s case, facilitating access to learning required not only the adjustments to instruction and
assessments but also the provision of social and emotional support. Elle continued to
demonstrate agency outside the Personalised Planning meetings by engaging in frequent
discussions with Michelle about the type of supports and adjustments she required that would
support her learning but not, as she perceived, at the expense of her social standing.

A key theme of this case study was the need to fade supports when they were no longer needed
or wanted and increase supports when a need became apparent. Elle instigated the process of
fading learning supports. Tutorial supports, for example, were tapered at Elle’s discretion as was
the level of in-class support provided by a teacher’s aide. As learning supports were reduced,
however, the level of social-emotional support (in the form of check in and time out processes)
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was increased. Another area in which support was gathering momentum was the area of postschool planning.
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Chapter 6
The Case of Alecia
6.1

History and Context

Alecia enrolled in Year 7 at St Casimir’s Catholic High School in 2015. She had attended a
Catholic primary feeder school for the last three years of her primary schooling. Prior to that,
she had been enrolled in a Department of Education school. According to Tania, Alecia’s
mother, her daughter reached all developmental milestones on cue prior to beginning school.
Her learning difficulties first became apparent in her kindergarten year. When Alecia enrolled in
a Catholic primary school in Year 4, Alecia’s teacher quickly identified her as a student requiring
additional support in the classroom. The results of a number of numeracy, reading fluency,
reading comprehension and spelling screeners conducted by this teacher provided evidence to
support Alecia’s referral for psychometric testing. Her parents supported the referral, having
independently explored reasons for Alecia’s lack of academic progress through Speech
Pathology and Occupational Therapy assessments at several intervals since Alecia’s kindergarten
year. In November 2012, Alecia was diagnosed as having an intellectual disability in the
borderline range with significant deficits in several areas of functional skills. Alecia’s
psychometric report pointed to working memory being an area of particular concern.
Alecia’s parents had separated prior to the commencement of this study but Mrs S confirmed that
both parents were actively involved in consultations regarding Alecia’s learning and made
decisions jointly about any proposed adjustments. They often attended parent/teacher meetings
together. Both Tania and Steve participated in the first two parent interviews in this study but
Tania attended the final interview alone with Steve’s knowledge and assent. Tania also attended
Alecia’s interviews at Alecia’s request.

6.2

The Agency of Alecia

Alecia’s first interview was conducted directly after her Personalised Planning meeting when she
was completing Year 8. Alecia attended that meeting with both parents and Mrs S. Her second
interview occurred six months later at a midpoint between annual Personalised Planning
meetings and her third followed a Personalised Planning meeting in Term 4 of Year 9.

From her use of the personal pronoun in her response to the first question of Interview 1, it was
evident that Alecia perceived that she was actively involved and understood the purpose of the
Personalised Planning meeting –

I got to organise what I needed to get done for next year.
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SC:A:1

This perception persisted throughout the interview, with Alecia indicating that she had been
involved in making decisions about her elective subjects, opting to change from a prior choice of
Japanese to pursue Drama –
Next year I’m going to do Drama and Music instead of Japanese.
Well .. I haven’t done [Drama] but I’d like to do it.

SC:A:1

SC:A:1

In a subsequent interview Alecia validated this decision, emphasising the social benefits of the
Drama course –
That worked out and now I’m doing Drama and it’s really fun. …. We’re doing
dystopian theatre … and we have to work as a team to bring ourselves back together as
a Drama team. It’s fun.

SC:A:2

It was perceived difficulties in this social element of the Drama course that prompted Alecia to
assert herself outside the Personalised Planning process, using her mother and Mrs S as
mediators –
I really didn’t feel like I had a say in my Drama group when I was doing the assessment
for CAPA 2 Night which is like (School) talent night kind of thing .. and … like … me
and S had fights because she was like, “you’re not doing it right” and I was like, “Well,
I’m trying my best”. So …

SC:A:3

Tania confirmed the manner in which the issue was resolved –

Well we sorted it out through the email.

SC:A:3 (Interjection in Alecia’s interview)

Alecia’s voice seemed to strengthen throughout the course of this research. When asked about
what kind of contributions she made in her Year 8 Personalised Planning meeting Alecia
reflected that she volunteered very little unless she felt frustrated in a particular subject –
Well I just ask about if I want something to be changed and if that’s possible so …
SC:A:1
The phrase “if that’s possible” suggests that it is in the area of negotiating adjustments that
Alecia’s agency was tempered by a reliance on others to provide permission and put forward
options. Alecia’s apparent reticence in her Year 8 Personalised Planning meeting contrasted
2

Creative and Performing Arts
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sharply with her more confident approach in her Year 9 Personalised Planning meeting. Of her
contributions to that meeting, she noted –

I feel that I actually have a lot of a say to what happens in the meetings.
SC:A:3

In her concluding interview Alecia affirmed that she not only understood the purpose of the
Personalised Planning meetings but that she valued them as opportunities to express her
concerns –

Well, I liked [the Personalised Planning meeting] because I got to like talk about issues
that I’ve had .. so I got to sort that out and say how the progress has worked.

SC:A:3

Umm … I think the purpose of this meeting is to just write down what the problems are
and to get them sorted out so then .. they’re not a problem any more.

SC:A:3

It is notable that Alecia’s description of the purpose of the Personalised Planning meeting aligns
with that of Mrs S –
Umm … I think [the purpose of the meeting] is just to make sure that what you’ve got
in place is working .. or if you haven’t got anything in place, to put it in place … and
just to make sure that the student and the family feel supported ..

SC:AT:3

Alecia’s understanding about the nature of adjustments also appeared to develop across the
duration of the research. It was evident in the first interview that Alecia only had a superficial
understanding of some of the options offered, particularly with regard what “adjustments” might
entail –
Well we spoke about my report and what subjects I’ll be adjusted in and what I’ll be
mainstream in.

SC:A:1

At this time, Alecia perceived the provision of “adjustments” to be a kind of binary system. A
student’s learning could either be “mainstream” or “adjusted”. One needed to elect one or the
other in any given subject –

Well, this year most of my subjects were mainstream so there were some that I did have
more difficulties in, so I’ll be getting adjusted for that subject. SC:A:1
If I don’t have adjusted to some things then I get adjusted to it if I need it or change it to
mainstream.

SC:A:1
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Information provided by the NSW Department of Education paints a nuanced picture of
adjustments, broadly describing them as “actions taken that enable a student with disability to
access syllabus outcomes and content on the same basis as their peers” (NESA, 2019 d) and
extrapolating that adjustments can be made to classroom organisation, assessments, the selection
of outcomes and content based on individual learning needs and priorities and to the environment
through a range of access, equipment and additional personnel support options (NESA, 2019 e).
Essentially, adjustments are personalised and, therefore, should be portable, transcending the
demarcations of specific subjects. In Alecia’s case, her need for additional prompts and
scaffolding to assist her working memory difficulties, would be an adjustment that could be
provided in any subject.

Although Alecia perceived adjustments to be compartmentalised to certain subjects, her
understanding of what her adjustments entailed pointed to the provision of both curriculum and
instructional adjustments –
It’s more better [having adjustments] because I’ve got the teacher helping me learn the
work and then when I do the test I’ll be doing the work adjusted.

SC:A:1

In her two later interviews, Alecia elaborated on what support and adjustments looked like for
her in the classroom. In terms of support, Alecia noted that she received additional help from –
.. Mostly just normal teachers .. if the [Teacher’s Aides] are there then they help me.
SC:A:2
She also made the point that sometimes she refused the offer of additional help –

There are times when I can just work on it by myself. SC:A:2
In terms of what instructional adjustment looked like for Alecia, she provided this description –
At the moment I’m doing work off the board until they create booklets …
SC:A:2
Sometimes they’re a bit easy ..

SC:A:2

When the Self-Determination Analytical Framework is applied to Alecia’s interview responses,
evidence of developing self-determination becomes apparent, particularly in relation to problemsolving. Whether in the context of the Personalised Planning meetings, before them or between
them, Alecia regularly identified problems relating to curriculum access, additional support and
peer interactions and actively contributed to discussions leading to resolutions (“I got to talk
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about issues that I’ve had … so I got to sort that out …” SC:A:3). Her preferred way of
identifying problems relating to her learning was through discussion. Alecia rejected the
prospect of using the My Support Plan scaffold used by the other two St Casimir’s students in
this study to identify areas where she may have been experiencing difficulties.

Alecia also demonstrated developing skills in self-advocacy and goal-setting. Her assertiveness
in relation to her not “hav[ing] a say” in her group Drama task, speaks to her willingness to act in
response to perceived injustices. She did not accept the status quo but enlisted her mother and
Mrs S to help her address a problem. In her final interview she also expressed opinions about
goals she would like discussed at her Year 10 Personalised Plan meeting –
[I would like to discuss] Work Experience … Because I would like to get a start on my
career. SC:A:3

When asked whether she had thought about a future career, her answer indicated some
dampening down of career expectations may have occurred prior to the interview –

Well I was going to be a Vet but I decided that that was just not on the list any more and
I decided that I was going to do my dog walking and workshops.

SC:A:3

To sum up, Alecia’s development of self-determination skills were supported by her involvement
in the collaborative processes which facilitated greater access to learning and social participation,
the latter being of crucial significance to Alecia. Her confidence in expressing opinions grew as
she experienced the support and encouragement of both her parents and Mrs S within the
collaborative context, enhanced by a deepening understanding of the variety of options that
constituted reasonable adjustments. The significance of collaborative relationship between the
family and Mrs S was highlighted in discussions around Alecia’s career aspirations where it was
apparent that goals were being regularly examined and expectations managed in line with
Alecia’s academic capacity.

6.3

The Agency of Tania

Tania’s observation of the first of Alecia’s two Personalised Planning meetings conducted in the
data collection period spoke to the reactive nature of the process. Rather than addressing a set
agenda or focussing on a stage-related curriculum issue, Tania’s perception of the purpose of the
meeting was that it was geared towards trouble-shooting her concerns or the concerns of Alecia,
mediated through her and Steve. When asked to describe the Personalised Planning meeting she
had just attended, Tania responded –
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… Mrs S, if we have any concerns, she jots it down and she gets back to us as soon as
she can get answers.

SC:AM:1

This one brief statement conveys Tania’s acceptance of the roles of Mrs S as the conduit of
family concerns to the rest of the teaching staff and a mediator of information from the staff to
the family. It also implies some resignation regarding the family’s relatively passive role as
recipient of “the answers”.
While Tania valued other sources of information about Alecia’s learning progress – school
reports and the annual Parent/Teachers interviews – she relied on the Personalised Planning
meetings and other interactions with Mrs S to form a picture of Alecia’s learning and social
development –
It’s good to get to speak one-on-one. Otherwise, I suppose, if you never had these
meetings, I wouldn’t know exactly how [Alecia]’s going .. I mean Alecia tells us but it’s
good to hear also. Like, you know .. school report does that as well .. but .. yeah …
SC:AM:1
Just as Tania accepted Mrs S’s integral role in family/school communication, she also seemed to
trust Mrs S’s discernment about the appropriateness of curriculum adjustments and supports
provided to Alecia. In the following excerpt from her first interview, Tania did not identify
herself as a collaborator in the adjustments she described –
.. when [Alecia] comes home and she shows us the assessments. It will have on there
what’s expected and she’ll go, “Oh, Mum, this is the adjusted bit.” It may be just a
matter of they (other students) might have had to do two pages and she only has to do
one page .. or .. where the question is .. they might have written it again more easier so
that she can comprehend what she’s reading.

SC:AM:1

Over the course of the three interviews, Tania regularly described her contribution to
Personalised Planning meetings (and interactions with Mrs S between meetings) as Alecia’s
advocate rather than as a co-collaborator in the design of personalised adjustments. She saw
herself as a barometer of Alecia’s level of comfort or discomfort in relation to social and
academic pressures. For example, prior to a Personalised Planning meeting, Tania had alerted
Mrs S via email to heightened levels of anxiety being experienced by Alecia. Rather than
offering suggestions as to how address Alecia’s anxiety, Tania seemed comfortable to defer
responsibility for problem-solving to Mrs S –
… just recently [Alecia] was having some anxiety issues and just worrying about little
things at school .. in particular subjects and .. yeah .. no .. it seems to have got sorted
and she’s feeling better.

SC:AM:3
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Tania’s reliance on Mrs S to calibrate support and adjustments for Alecia was also evident in this
response –
[Alecia]’s got three assessments coming up and .. like everybody so I assume .. like …
you know .. she seems okay with what’s coming up .. so I assume she’s getting the help
that she needs … normally I only find out about it when she starts worrying about it.
(Laughs) And then I’m like, “what can we do?”

SC:AM:3

There is an indication in the excerpt above that Tania’s deferential stance in relation to the
prospect of constructing personalised adjustments for Alecia might stem from a lack of
confidence in her own academic capacity. At another point in the same interview, Tania hinted
at other factors that may have undermined her agency in the context of collaborations with the
school, namely, her lack of experience in parenting a child at Alecia’s stage of schooling and her
lack of knowledge about the curriculum and community options available to Alecia –

Next year being Year 10 .. Mrs S has brought up the fact that well .... half way through
the year .. [Alecia]’s going to start thinking about Year 11, Year 12 .. yeah I’m not sure
what avenue … I’m not sure what’s out there (post school) to help Alecia .. yeah ..
being the first …… SC:AM:3

While Tania appeared to be reticent about taking a key role in goal-setting and problem-solving
in relation to post-school planning for Alecia, there was evidence that she was gathering
information to bolster her confidence in this area through networking with other parents –

.. we had a meeting earlier in the year. There was a group of parents that had children
that need adjusted learning at school and there was another lady that had a daughter in
the same year as Alecia and she discussed about like different avenues like for her to do
TAFE or other things that were available … so I’d like to .. you know .. sort of hear a
bit more about that .. what’s available for her ..

SC:AM:3

As well as taking steps to buttress her own agency, Tania was also active in encouraging the
agency of her daughter, particularly in the area of self-advocacy in the classroom context –

I always try to encourage her .. you know .. to ask for help if she needs it. I think , like I
said, for some reason this year the only subject she’s mentioned (having difficulties in)
is Maths ... The teachers that she had for the last two years I think had really catered for
Alecia and I feel that on a couple of occasions Alecia has asked for help and the
(current) teacher’s like, “I’ve already explained it. We need to move on”. And I
thought ..I don’t want her to not want to ask .. do you know what I mean?
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SC:AM:2

Briefly, Tania was dedicated to achieving accommodations for Alecia in support of her
daughter’s learning progress and social inclusion. She relied on Mrs S to help her interpret
curriculum complexities as she lacked confidence in this area. This included a strong focus on
co-constructing a post-school pathway for Alecia that was based on her interests, aspirations and
capacity. Tania’s agency was buttressed by Mrs S’s willingness to act as a conduit between the
family and Alecia’s teachers. Her agency was most evident when advocating for Alecia’s right
to ask for additional assistance from her teachers.

6.4

The Agency of Steve

Steve attended the first two interviews and was comfortable to be interviewed with Tania and
Alecia present. Before the interview, Steve described his role in Alecia’s life as “an active and
interested parent”. He assisted Alecia with take-home assessments (referencing a Science
assessment in the second interview) and expressed concern at the fact that Alecia was “definitely
not getting as much homework this year” (SC:AF:2). He expressed knowledge of Alecia’s social
welfare that demonstrated close monitoring of this aspect of her school life – “She doesn’t seem
to have been bullied any time this year .. so far” (SC:AF:2). Although Alecia did not live with
Steve at the time this research was conducted, she saw him several times each week.
A theme in Steve’s responses was his desire for Alecia to keep developing her independence and
self-advocacy.
We’ve told her that she’s here [at St Casimir’s] for her to get a good education. We’re
helping her by paying for that education but she’s here for her not for us so she needs to
speak out when she has to.

SC:AF:1

While encouraged by Alecia’s progress in this area, Steve was concerned that the balance
between support and independence be monitored and re-negotiated at each Personalised Planning
meeting and in other opportunities throughout the year –

From primary school to high school we see a difference .. yeah .. we can definitely see
the difference. We were a bit worried (about high school) and we were worried about
her coming here, too because we’d always heard that St Casimir’s was a “learn on your
own .. at your own pace .. if you want to take off” … but no .. fantastic on helping her
out.

SC:AF:2

Steve seemed eager to foster Alecia’s aspiration to move away from conspicuous supports and
towards a less personalised, more “mainstream” academic approach –
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There are some (subjects) that are really easy for her and I think she asks the teacher
whether she can go with the mainstream stuff but yeah .. there’s stuff that she does stick
with (the agreed adjustments) as well.

SC:AF:2

But then she does do good in some things .. she doesn’t need the adjustments. SC:AF:1
From the quotes above it is evident that Steve understood the concept of “adjustments” in a
binary way - Alecia either needed to access adjustments or she didn’t. In his opinion, Alecia
either required “helping out” or she could attempt tasks independently. There were subjects in
which she could “go with the mainstream” and subjects where this was not an option. Steve did
not appear to interrogate the types of adjustments available to Alecia for different learning tasks
and in different learning contexts. In this regard, while Steve was assertive in expressing his
opinion as to where Alecia was experiencing difficulties and that these difficulties had to be
addressed, he appeared to prefer to leave much of the detail about how these difficulties should
be addressed to Mrs S and the school.

6.5

The Agency of Mrs S

Mrs S did not teach Alecia but was the primary architect of the plan for Alecia’s adjustments,
constructing this plan from information gathered from Alecia, her parents and teachers,
knowledge of Alecia’s strengths and challenges gleaned from diagnostic and school reports and a
reading of Alecia’s current disposition. This plan was flexible and open to adjustments when
necessary (despite, and in addition to, the existence of an annual published Personalised Plan).
According to the evidence from her interviews, throughout the year Mrs S made dynamic
judgements about whether to deploy additional support staff in some of Alecia’s classes, whether
to offer Alecia literacy or tutorial intervention and when to draw teaching and counselling staff
into discussions about Alecia’s mental health and well-being. The excerpt below sums up Mrs
S’s approach to personalised planning for Alecia –
I think [the purpose of Personalised Planning] is just to make sure that what you’ve got
in place is working .. or if you haven’t got anything in place, to put it in place … and
just to make sure that the student and the family feel supported.

SC:AT:3

The comment above shows the extent to which Mrs S assumed the central role in the planning
process for Alecia. She viewed herself as the one assessing whether “what you’ve got in place is
working” and the one “mak[ing] sure” that appropriate supports were in place for Alecia and her
family. Mrs S’s relative authority within the collaborative relationship, however, did not result
in her discounting the importance of consultations with Alecia’s parents when personalising
adjustments –
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I think that the more you meet and the more you talk, the more up-to-date your
information is and the more the adjustments are meaningful to the student .. so with
Alecia we can sort of put things in place that make sense to her.. and work.
SC:AT:3
… they’re … open to suggestions but they also know what they want .. they know
Alecia. SC:AT:1

While Mrs S valued the input she received from Tania and Steve, she also welcomed the
opportunity presented by the formal Personalised Planning meeting to supply Tania and Steve
with information from Alecia’s teachers to assist them in fleshing out a picture of Alecia’s
academic and pastoral progress –
I think [Tania and Steve] appreciate … that teachers know Alecia. [The
teachers] understand what she needs and .. [communicating] that is possible through
meeting, through the PPs (personalised Plans).

SC:AT:3

Further, Mrs S recognised that while Tania and Steve did not always offer suggestions for
resolving problems relating to barriers to curriculum access, they often played a part in the
identification of those problems and were consistent in their readiness to approve or reject the
options presented to them in light of their estimation of Alecia’s learning and pastoral needs –
They’ll let you know if there’s something going on with A. They’re not afraid of being
“a problem”.

SC:AT:1

While Mrs S appeared to be confident in her agency as it related to collaborations with Tania and
Steve, she was less so when communicating the outcomes of those collaborations (those being
agreed adjustments to instruction, materials and environment), to teaching staff –

the teachers are happy with those things [the adjustments] as well and see the
importance of them and .. sometimes I fail to communicate the reasons why we’ve got
things in place .. because they seem obvious to me .. and sometimes they’re not obvious
to everybody ..

SC:AT:3

Mrs S’s central role in collaborations with Alecia’s family coupled with her family/school liaison
role afforded her a unique perspective when it came to assessing appropriate levels and types of
adjustments for Alecia. Despite this, Mrs S was mindful of Alecia’s desire to fade supports and
adjustments in some subjects, even when this course of action might cause Alecia some
academic frustration –
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we discussed how she was going and making sure that she’s not putting too much
pressure on herself because she tends to do that particularly with the amount of work
that she takes on and then she doesn’t ask for help … so .. I mean .. she’s very good at
asking for help except when she decides that she’s going to do everything on her own.
SC:AT:3

From the comment above it was apparent that Mrs S was concerned about Alecia having an
unrealistic perception of academic demands and the toll these take on her well-being. The
institution of Alecia’s essentially “mainstream” academic program (with a few substantial
adjustments) attests to the fact that Mrs S respected Alecia’s agency and her desire for the
opportunity to be as academically independent as possible.

6.6

Determining adjustments

Alecia’s published Personalised Plan for 2017 directed her teachers to employ a number of
adjustments to instruction including additional teacher demonstration, the pre-teaching and
repetition of key concepts and content, the provision of a deeper level of task scaffolding to that
of her peers, the reduction in the number of tasks Alecia was required to complete and the
delivery of simplified, explicit instructions (in oral or written form, as appropriate). Alecia was
also to receive additional time to complete formal assessments and be given the opportunity to
discuss these assessments with the relevant teacher prior to and during her undertaking the tasks.
In Alecia’s second interview, also attended by Tania, the two discussed the effectiveness of
Alecia’s Music teacher employing a “check-in” approach when Alecia completed an
assessment –
Tania: So even recently, she was doing a Music assessment … I don’t know whether
it’s a good thing or not .. but the teacher pointed out that Alecia had actually
started it and handed in what she’d done so far to ask, “Am I on the right
track?” ……
Alecia: She sent it to me [and said] I can check over it …

SC:A:2

A School Support Officer (Teacher’s Aide) was deployed to approximately a third of Alecia’s
classes and tasked with providing additional assistance to Alecia and several other targeted
students within those classes. Alecia was provided with access to pull-out interventions – a
weekly tutorial session in which she could access assistance with her homework and formal
assessments and five sessions per week of literacy and numeracy support. Alecia expressed an
appreciation for these interventions in interview three –

We have tutorials .. so that helps.

SC:A:3
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Well .. the reading one helps with my reading in general and the normal tutorial helps
me stay on focus with my assessments.

SC:A:3

Alecia’s continued insistence on refining her adjustments to approximate what she perceived to
be the “mainstream” learning experience ensured that her “plan” was regularly reviewed (beyond
the annual Personalised Planning meetings). Tania identified Alecia’s motivation for these
ongoing reviews in interview 2 –
A few times Alecia’s like, “I don’t want adjusted (sic) anymore”, “I don’t want to be
different”.

SC:AM:2

Mrs S was charged with the responsibility of communicating these updates to Alecia’s teachers.
This was a more onerous responsibility in some subjects compared to others. In Mathematics,
for example, the determination of the nature and timing of Alecia’s adjustments was particularly
nuanced, dependent on Alecia’s comprehension, or perceived comprehension of underpinning
concepts. Tania explained –

[Alecia] does struggle with a lot of the topics that she needs to learn but then she said ..
there is a couple .. like graphs and things like that that Alecia enjoys and she sort of
gets …. she doesn’t have to have adjusted (sic) for those and its good for A to realise
that ... it is flexible for her.

SC:AM:2

In her second interview Mrs S pointed to the fact that even when revisions to Personalised Plans
are communicated to teachers, the fading of adjustments is sometimes not immediately
implemented –
I have to fix up something with Maths … because I think what happens is .. um .. some
of the adjusted work gets slipped in too .. which I think she doesn’t realise but it means
that she feels like she’s doing the mainstream.

SC:AT:2

In subjects where Alecia demonstrated capacity and in which few adjustments were required, for
example in Music, the positive effect that flowed from academic success was apparent –
She’s doing Music and she’s .. loving Music and the music teacher loves her .. which is
so good because she’s had a few interesting times with depression and anxiety and all
that sort of stuff .. so it’s been really good .. So music’s been a really good find for
Alecia. SC:AT:2
So Music’s mainstream. I don’t think there’s any adjustments at all except .. maybe
some of the reading.

SC:AT:2
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As is alluded to in the first of the excerpts above, the monitoring of Alecia’s mental health was
an integral part of her Personalised Plan. While not formally diagnosed, Tania confirmed that
Alecia at times sought treatment from a psychologist for her anxiety. The bolstering of Alecia’s
confidence and the encouragement of her voice in Personalised Planning became an intentional
focus –
[Alecia] just seems to be getting a bit more confident and sort of doesn’t have many
panic attacks as she used to …. doesn’t talk herself into .. you know … “this is out of
control” ..

SC:AT:3

To conclude, Alecia’s adjustments were particularly fluid and nuanced, influenced significantly
by Alecia’s own insistence that overt support be faded as she achieved a degree of competency.
Alecia perceived that this shedding of overt support would provide more opportunity for peer
acceptance. While Mrs S attempted to communicate revised adjustments to Alecia’s teachers,
sometimes the slow or partial implementation of these revisions resulted in frustration and
anxiety on the part of Alecia and her family.

6.7

Summary

Whether speaking on her own behalf or through a parent proxy, Alecia was determined for her
opinions to be considered within the Personalised Planning process and beyond it. The
motivation for Alecia’s demonstrations of self-determination was her desire to not “be different”.
To Alecia, the achievement of this aim equated with the minimising or removal of adjustments to
instruction, supports and materials. This sometimes resulted in a level of discomfort that would
lead to a further calibration of supports and adjustments to reduce Alecia’s anxiety. Alecia’s
parents echoed Alecia’s aspirations although their desire for Alecia to follow a mainstream
learning pathway was tempered by a realisation that she would require additional assistance to
continue to make learning gains.

Tania and Steve were demonstrably involved in the planning process. Their agency was
expressed mostly in terms of identifying problems and agreeing to or rejecting various support
options presented to them by Mrs S. As Alecia was their first child and their only child with a
diagnosed learning disability, Tania and Steve’s lack of knowledge in matters relating to the
secondary curriculum and post-school planning may have undermined their agency in these
areas. Tania did, however, demonstrate agency in pursuing contacts with other parents to
enhance her knowledge of post-school options and supports for students with disability.
As was evident in the cases of Elle and Daria, Mrs S was the pivotal collaborator in Alecia’s
collaborative cluster. The initiator of many of the interactions between family and school, Mrs S
sought information and opinions from Alecia and her parents and endeavoured to translate these
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into adjustments that would result in “buy-in” by Alecia and implementation fidelity by teachers.
By her admission, there were several impediments to achieving these aims, namely, difficulties
communicating updates to Alecia’s plan to Alecia’s teachers, oversights by teachers in the
implementation of updated iterations of the plan or Alecia’s overestimation of her own academic
capacity.
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Chapter 7
The Case of Harrison
7.1

History and Context

Harrison enrolled at St Perpetua’s Catholic High School in 2014 having spent his primary school
years in a small Department of Education primary school. Although Harrison met the eligibility
criteria to access an IO class (a class for students with moderate intellectual disability with a
smaller teacher to student ratio than typical primary classes and additional School Support
Officer support) his small school did not offer one and his parents did not want Harrison to travel
outside the area to another school with an established IO class. Harrison’s adaptive functioning
was very low across a range of contexts (school, home and community) according to a
psychometric report from 2011. The report also identified language comprehension and oral
expression as being very limited. Throughout his primary schooling Harrison’s parents, Melanie
and Greg, had sought advice from a paediatrician, an occupational therapist, a speech therapist
and a clinical psychologist as to how to support his learning. From these specialists, Harrison
was given additional diagnoses of verbal dyspraxia, severe articulation disorder, severe
expressive and receptive language disorders and fine motor difficulties. The complexity of the
challenges associated with the diagnoses impacted on Harrison’s literacy and overall learning
development. Despite this, his parents reported that Harrison, although quiet, socialised well
with his primary schoolmates. During the course of this study Harrison participated in further
psychometric testing that resulted in a full scale IQ score of 56.

At high school Harrison ostensibly followed a Life Skills pattern of studies in all subjects
(although evidence supplied by his parents at interview suggested that the interpretation and
implementation of Life Skills programs varied according to the expertise of his subject teachers).
He received ongoing personalised literacy and numeracy interventions and extensive additional
support by School Support Officers in all his classes. Harrison’s Personalised Plan noted an
extensive Level of Adjustment in the curriculum domain, a Supplementary Level of Adjustment
in the Communication Domain and a Substantial Level of Adjustment in the Social Skills
domain, noting that Harrison was reluctant to go out into the playground. Early in his high
school years, Harrison had participated in structured lunchtime activities to encourage the
development of new friendships. Although Harrison continued to demonstrate expressive and
receptive language challenges, his speech pathology sessions were discontinued and he received
no further targeted intervention in this area. Harrison’s teachers and School Support Officers
were, however, instructed to regularly check in with him to discern whether Harrison understood
the content of the lesson or the specific instruction.

Harrison was completing Year 9 at the time of the first interviews. Melanie and Greg indicated
that they would both like to contribute to this research but Greg’s work commitments prevented
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him from participating in the mid-point interview. While Harrison’s parents were well disposed
to participate in this research, Harrison appeared less enthusiastic. He was polite in all three
interviews but seemed uncomfortable with having to respond at any length to questions and was
relieved to be liberated from the interview room at the conclusion of each session.

7.2

The Agency of Harrison

Harrison’s responses across the three interview sets demonstrated that he perceived Personalised
Planning meetings in much the same vein as Parent/Teacher meetings, as general discussions
about an appropriate pattern of studies and his learning progress in various subjects –
We were just talking about the subjects what I’m in and all that ..

SP:H:1

His preference during Personalised Planning meetings was to talk “not that much” (SP:H:1), at
one point revealing that the reason for this guardedness was because he wanted to avoid “telling
the teachers things that you don’t really want them to know” (SP:H:1). He expressed his agency
through either accepting or vetoing the adjustments suggested by Mrs W or his parents –
[How I contribute to meetings] could be.. something like .. if you think that you’re fine
with your work and you just decide you don't want stuff ..

SP:H:1

Harrison was also able to articulate what kinds of adjustments afforded him greater access to the
curriculum, like the provision of simplified materials, additional instruction and prompting, a
specific intervention for Mathematics and the expectation that he complete fewer or highly
modified formal assessments –

It would be easier if I get a bit adjusted work .. like easier work than the class and that ..
SP:H:1

[The teachers adjust the types of questions] Like different questions .. like they give me
heaps more different questions than the class has.

SP:H:2

If I don’t understand I get Miss C to come over and help me. Then after she explains I
understand it.

SP:H:2

Miss kinda like helps me in Maths in the classroom that I have to go to with Mick.
SP:H:2

When [an assessment is] like too hard for me but it gets a little bit adjusted and that gets
a little bit easy .. Some assessments …. I don’t have to do them.
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SP:H:2

While Harrison was a man of few words it was evident to Mrs W that for planned adjustments to
be successful, “buy in” from Harrison was required. According to Mrs W, if the adjustments
Harrison was or was not receiving in his classes needed calibration, he would generally
communicate his frustration through off-task behaviour –

He has some behaviour issues and I could see very clearly from his report that he was
about to get, his behaviour is fantastic and he does really well in Food Tech, Industrial
Tech and PDHPE. So all the practical ones .. and it wasn’t a matter of that the work
wasn’t at the right level for him … (In subjects where behaviour issues are evident) .. –
Maths and English – .. he’s getting work at the right levels – so a little bit of lack of
maturity there with him.

SP:HT:2

Although Mrs W was basing her assumptions about the reasons for Harrison’s lack of
engagement with the planned adjustments on evidence from one school report, she concluded
that learning success for Harrison had more to do with him perceiving relevance in the subject
matter than in him comprehending the subject matter (not to discount the role comprehension
plays in enhancing perception). This observation was reinforced by responses Harrison gave in
his second interview –

Interviewer: How are you enjoying school at the moment?
Harrison:

It’s boring.

Interviewer: What would you rather be doing?
Harrison:

Earthmoving

SP:H:2

It could be argued that Harrison was demonstrating agency by not disguising his lack of
engagement. While his teachers read this disengagement as poor learning behaviour, it could
equally be interpreted as frustration at not being able to discern relevance in the lesson content.
If considered in this light, Harrison’s learning behaviours in various contexts could provide
evidence for future planning decisions concerning adjustments based on Harrison’s interests.

7.3

The Agency of Melanie and Greg

The relationship between Melanie and Greg and the school was influenced by previous
interactions with school staff regarding Harrison’s two older sisters. Melanie described these
interactions as positive but infrequent, mostly focussed on practical matters like excursions or
regular parent-teacher interviews. Both girls were relatively independent in their approach to
their studies and, according to Melanie, teachers rarely communicated concerns about pastoral or
academic issues. Both Melanie and Greg were prepared, however, for a more collaborative
relationship with the school around Harrison’s learning needs since this had been the case with
his primary school.
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From the outset Melanie and Greg had expected and sought a functional approach to Harrison’s
learning outcomes from St Perpetua’s. Melanie regarded Personalised Planning meetings as
opportunities to set short and medium term goals for Harrison while bearing in mind practical
post-school options –
We’re just trying to work out where we want Harrison to go next year – what sort of
skills and what areas need to be looked at.

SP:MH:1

It’s better off him doing time and money and calendars stuff like that rather than him
trying to get his head around algebra and that .. and it’s going to benefit him a lot more
on those Life Skills Maths (outcomes) rather than the academic side of it. SP:MH:1

It is apparent from the excerpt above that Melanie saw a disconnect between the Mathematics
program undertaken by the majority of Harrison’s peers and the types of mathematical skills
Harrison might draw on in a future vocation. Melanie’s discernment of Harrison’s post school
options did not include careers that relied heavily on an academic foundation. In Melanie’s
words, “He’s an outdoors person, not a bookwork person” SP:MH:2.

Melanie and Greg both actively monitored the effectiveness of adjustments provided to Harrison
by the school through homework and take-home assessments. Greg used Personalised Planning
meetings to feedback his observations and concerns –

(Discussion in the meeting related to) .. if there were any issues with some of the work
that’s being sent home .. whether or not it’s appropriate for his ability levels and things
like that and how it can be adjusted or something .. yeah .. and setting .. particularly for
Maths .. a Life Skills type focus. SP:FH:1.
Yeah there’s been a couple of things that aren’t quite adjusted for his skill level .. like a
Science Special Research Project … both the girls (Harrison’s sisters) did the exact
same one. He can still have a crack at it but graphing results and tabling things .. you
know that’s a bit .. we’d have to do that for him .. you know .. he’s just sitting there
watching us doing it … but other than that .. most things are pretty much his ability.
SP:FH:1
Melanie shared Greg’s concerns. It was important to Melanie that Harrison receive instruction
and learning materials tailored to his ability level because she discerned a strong link between his
level of comprehension and his level of engagement –
I think it is trying to keep him focussed at the moment .. I suppose when the work gets a
bit hard he sort of … not slackens off but sort of (it) gets over the top (of him) I guess.
SP:MH:2
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Harrison’s lack of engagement with schoolwork became a developing theme in interviews over
the course of the research. One way in which Melanie and Greg expressed their agency in
response to this perceived disconnect with learning was to lobby for a Harrison to access a suite
of subjects that would be interesting for and relevant to Harrison –
Melanie: It’s just finding the subjects he enjoys more than others. He seems to be
more well-behaved in some practical sort of …
Greg:

(Interjects) … understands the practical ones whereas the English, Maths and
Science ones he seems to be a bit more ‘vacant’ and a bit more mischievous.
SP:MH:1

In the first interview, with Harrison’s entry into Year 10 the following year a pre-occupation,
Greg and Melanie spoke about the elective choices they had secured for Harrison –

Greg:

Well, you’ve got cooking, you’ve got Food Tech, like the woodwork ones …

Melanie: (Interjects) Industrial Tech.
Greg:

If he’d got more study-based ones, I don’t think it would have benefitted him
at all. SP:MH:1

What is telling about the excerpt above is that Melanie and Greg saw curriculum access for
Harrison as being dependent on subject choice rather than on the identification of specific Life
Skills outcomes within subjects (with corresponding adjustments to instruction and assessment).
Melanie and Greg appeared to be basing their decisions about Harrison’s academic pathway on
his interests and possible vocational options. From Greg’s responses in the third interview it was
apparent that this approach had not substantially changed. Harrison was to enter Year 11 in the
following year. Through the regular course-selection process, Greg and Melanie had negotiated
subject choices based on Harrison’s interests but it was evident that a better understanding of the
academic demands of both regular courses and Life Skills courses had also factored into their
decisions. The excerpt below also provides an insight into how Greg and Melanie involved
Harrison in subject selection before acting as his proxies in communicating these choices to the
school. Greg emphasises that the fact that the process was predicated on Harrison’s choices –
[Harrison] chose like … Ag (Agriculture) and Biology .. which in mainstream would be
quite hard but knowing that there was a Life Skills version of it … well he wouldn’t
have chosen it otherwise … I think he was pretty happy with them.

SP:FH:3

Greg approved of what he perceived to be the school’s approach to positively discriminating
towards students with disability when it came to subject selection –
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… Their subject choices .. (students with disability) seem to get pretty much all the
time … and I think if they didn’t they’d drop off even more so I suppose it’s just
keeping their interests up.

SP:FH:1

The “dropping off” Greg referred to in the excerpt above could have related to either engagement
in learning or school retention or both. What was discernible in Melanie’s second interview was
that either possibility was a pressing concern for Harrison’s family –
He’s just not enjoying school. I don’t know for what reasons .. or maybe the work’s just
getting too hard .. or .. I think he knows next year’s going to be pretty full on with
assessments … he just can’t do that .. he may have to look at the school helping do
something that interests him maybe? I just don’t know.

SP:MH:2

Like he doesn’t say, “I don’t want to go to school” but .. you know .. like he’ll come
home and you know, he’ll be out on the farm doing things. Like I said, he’s just an
outdoors person now .. and anything .. when he goes and sits in the class, it’s like ….
uncomfortable.

SP:MH:2

In contrasting Harrison’s discomfort in the school setting with his enjoyment of practical farm
activities, Melanie underlined the need for future adjustments to accommodate Harrison’s
interests around outdoor or hands-on pursuits. Her concern about Harrison facing a “pretty full
on” assessment schedule led her and Greg to advocate for a more functional curriculum for their
son. Implementation of this approach by the school then ensued. Greg commented in the third
interview that this more functional direction had resulted in less academic frustration for
Harrison and a greater level of independence –
I notice this year we’re not getting much homework he can’t do whereas in previous
years he was still getting some pretty complex homework and major science
experiments .. and that .. that were way over his head … whereas this year I can’t really
recall anything that’s caused any drama .. or … anything that he can’t do himself.
SP:FH:3

Monitoring the level of adjustment in assessments was a common topic in communications
between Melanie and Greg and the school. While Melanie and Greg acknowledged that the
provision of appropriately adjusted assessments by Harrison’s teachers would always be a workin-progress, they were vigilant in feeding back to the school any concerns they held around
Harrison’s ability to access the curriculum –
Yeah, well [the teachers] don’t really give us much feedback and they don’t reset any
additional work that’s been modified. They just seem to take it that, “yeah, it’s too hard
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and we’ll just let that go”. Even if he brings something home that’s hard he still sits
down and tries. He doesn’t just forget all about it. He still sits there .. and that’s when
he starts asking us .. and then his sisters might then get annoyed at him – “Please leave
me alone. I’ve got my own troubles, and that, my own study, and that” … but he
always has a crack at it.

SP:FH:1

Despite the occasional concern about the apparent lack of adjustments being provided for
Harrison by some of his teachers, Greg and Melanie took a look term view of Harrison’s learning
trajectory and seemed supportive of a collaborative approach to reviewing adjustments –

Greg:

(The Personalised Planning Meeting was concerned with) .. .. just tailoring
stuff to suit his skill levels .. but I think everything’s going pretty good so we
don’t really have a lot of concerns.

Melanie: We can see the progress that he’s certainly made .. so you always want to go
forward, not backwards .. so I suppose we can’t really ask for much more.
SP:MH:1

Apart from Personalised Planning Meetings and regular Parent-Teacher Meetings, Melanie and
Greg did not engage with school personnel in formal conferences about Harrison’s academic
progress. In the first interview, Greg explained, “We don’t come to a lot of meetings because
we’ve got pretty busy lives. If we had a bit more time we’d most probably interact a bit more”
(SP:FH:1). Taking this into account, Melanie and Mr W had instituted a “Communications
Book” to deal with day-to-day concerns. In her first interview, Melanie described how she used
the book –
I might just write a note in his Communication Book, saying, “The work was too hard
for Harrison to understand or do on his own”.

SP:MH:1

Greg and Melanie took their cues from Harrison’s behaviour when deciding whether to raise
concerns regarding the implementation of adjustments with the school –
I think it just depends on how he’s travelling at the time .. you know .. he seems to be
travelling through with no fuss and he doesn’t come home in a screaming heap each day
and have any whinges about anything so .. I suppose if he did it might change things,
the amount that we interact with them (the teachers) but at the moment there’s no need
to really have a lot of interaction because he’s going pretty good.

SP:FH:1

Assuming the role of interpreter of Harrison’s behaviour was natural to both Greg and Melanie.
They also slipped easily into their roles as proxies for Harrison in Personalised Planning
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meetings, taking it upon themselves to fill the vacuum when Harrison fell silent –
He’s pretty shy. He’s not that forthcoming with information so you got to bleed it out
of him a bit .. so I answer what he’s asked (a question in Personalised Planning
meetings).

SP:FH:1

Throughout the three interviews the responses of Greg and Melanie indicated that their agency
was motivated by a commitment to be authentic interpreters, advocates and proxies for Harrison.
They preferred to work within established school processes like the Personalised Planning
Meeting, Parent/Teacher Meetings and the Communication Book to discuss concerns or ask
questions about the provision of adjustments for Harrison. They consistently articulated two
main goals for Harrison around bolstering engagement and encouraging independence with a
view to paving a pathway to a vocation beyond school.

7.4

The Agency of Mrs W

The Personalised Planning meeting that preceded Harrison’s first interview set represented the
first time Mrs W, as the new Learning Support Coordinator, had met Harrison and his family –
I hadn’t actually met them before … so that (the meeting) was good .. I think (the
previous Learning Support Coordinator) did the (meeting) earlier (in the year) so .. they
were one of the few parents that I hadn’t met.

SP:TH:1

She determined that Harrison was “not as capable of putting meaningful feedback into that
meeting” (SP:TH:1) as another student for whom a Personalised Planning meeting was
conducted the day before, so Mrs W ultimately relied on Greg and Melanie for input –

so although I gave him the opportunity I had to rely more on Mum and Dad. They
seemed to know what was more going on than Harrison did.

SP:TH:1

By Mrs W’s account, she assumed a dominant role in the first Personalised Planning meeting
because she found Greg and Melanie very reticent. She commented that there was, “probably a
bit too much (input) from me in that (meeting) but that’s because they (Greg, Melanie and
Harrison) were all sort of .. quiet” (SP:TH:1). Mrs W ascribed the awkward meeting dynamics
to the fact that the group members were in an early phase of their relationship and she foresaw an
improvement in interactions over time –

the more you get to know people and the better your relationship is with them, the better
your communication is .. so it is just .. it’s like the first date … (laughs) so it was a
“getting to know you” as much as a planning (meeting).
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SP:TH:1

Mrs W seemed concerned that part of the difficulty in getting to know students with disability
was that there were large numbers of students in the school identified as having disabilities. This
meant that the person who conducted the Personalised Planning meeting (usually Mrs W)
perhaps only knew the student who was the subject of the meeting on a fairly superficial basis,
relying on evidence from other teachers including semester reports on which to gain an
impression of student strengths and challenges. Mrs W commented on how she was working
towards remedying this situation –
Now we’re getting more Special Ed teachers 3 I want to spread the load of the
(Personalised Planning Meetings) … So it’s Case Managers (who) are really invested
and targeted on that student … and then it’s looking at succession … to make sure that a
relationship is formed and has an opportunity to develop over time … I’m trying to
figure out how to do that .. with taking into consideration the Special Education
Teachers’ areas of expertise as well.

SP:TH:1

As referenced in a quote in a previous section (The Agency of Harrison), Mrs W took the
opportunity presented by Harrison’s first Personalised Planning meeting to discuss “behaviour
issues”. In their interviews, Greg and Melanie had acknowledged that Harrison could be
“vacant” or “mischievous” but saw these tendencies being directly related to curriculum access
frustrations or lack of engagement (SP:MH:1). At that time Mrs W attributed the “behaviour
issues” to “a little bit of lack of maturity” and the fact that Harrison “still needs to learn those
(learning) behaviours” (SP:TH:1). At the mid-point interview, Mrs W raised the topic of
Harrison’s behaviour again. This interview was not preceded by a Personalised Planning
meeting and so it constituted an opportunity for Mrs W to reflect more broadly on the
collaborative relationship between Mrs W and Harrison’s family. Mrs W’s observation of
frequency of Harrison’s “silly” behaviour captured in the quote below appears to be
contradictory –

he still gets a bit silly at times .. particularly .. and we see it around here (the Learning
Support area) quite a bit .. yeah .. It’s not often. It’s only when he gets excited and then
he tends to go a bit over the top.

SP:TH:2

Whether episodes of Harrison’s concerning behaviour occurred “quite a bit” or “not often”, they
did not warrant the creation of a behaviour support plan or similar adjustment in Mrs W’s
estimation –
It’s only been low-level so .. not to the point that I felt there was anything extra needed
to be done.

3

SP:TH:2

St Perpetua’s had received additional staffing allocation to support students with disability
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Mrs W indicated that Harrison’s parents had not been alerted to any behaviour concerns in the
period since his past Personalised Planning meeting. In fact, Mrs W stated that she hadn’t “had
any dealings with the family since then”.

SP:TH:2

There appeared to be differing priorities between Mrs W and Harrison’s parents in the first
Personalised Planning meeting. While Mrs W was concerned about Harrison’s behaviour she
implied that the family saw Harrison’s lack of access to the curriculum as a more pressing
concern –
they had some concerns … it comes down to … we’re (Harrison’s teachers) really going
to have to focus at the beginning of next year on simplicity of language in assessment
tasks to increase that accessibility level ..

SP:TH:1

As evidenced in the quote above, on several occasions across her three interviews, Mrs W
responded to the concerns raised by the other meeting participants by focussing on broad
professional development goals or whole-school planning priorities rather than personalised
adjustments for Harrison –

Well .. the issue is .. for a start .. that not all KLA staff run things past us (the Learning
Support team) so, at the moment we’re in the process .. I’ve done a few little bits of PD
and we’re planning to have a PD where staff are going to learn how to write simple
tasks in language .. SP:TH:2
Mrs W’s frustration with KLA staff “not running things” past the Learning Support team
appeared to undermine her agency when engaged in collaborations with parents –
I haven’t received any feedback (regarding the implementation of adjustments for
Harrison) since the last meeting. The only time that I ever get any feedback is when
something goes wrong. I usually get feedback from a parent rather than from teachers.
SP:TH:2

It was apparent that Mrs W felt on guard in the context of certain Personalised Planning
Meetings not only due to a paucity of feedback from teachers regarding the success (or
otherwise) of planned adjustments but also because she felt that she did not know some students
well enough to confidently tailor adjustments –
What’s the best meetings are when teachers come or at least a (Homeroom) teacher ..
It’s getting another viewpoint .. and a really active viewpoint .. because for most of the
students, I’m not really working with the student … but still I’m probably the best
person to do it .. but having that teacher involved is really good and something that I’d
like to work on …

SP:TH:3
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Mrs W’s conclusion that she was “probably the best person” to conduct the Personalised
Planning meetings seemed to be at odds with the comment that she wasn’t “really working with
the student” but may have been reconciled in her way of thinking if she had collaborated closely
with the teachers of students with disability. From her previous comment about teachers not
“running things by” her, however, it seemed unlikely that close such collaborations were
occurring for every student with disability.

7.5

Determining adjustments

According to a statement made in her final interview, Mrs W was aware of inconsistencies in the
implementation of adjustments for students with disability at St Perpetua’s –
I’m merely a conduit for the wider staff so the adjustments are only as good as the staff
members’ take on those plans and goals .. which is frustrating. SP:TH:3
The characterisation of herself in the context of the Personalised Planning meeting as “merely a
conduit for the wider staff” implied that she did not see herself as necessarily having all the
information required to make informed decisions when planning adjustments nor the influence
required to regulate the implementation of planned adjustments.

In the second interview, when asked about adjustments that had been implemented for Harrison
since his last Personalised Planning meeting, Mrs W explained her approach to adjustments in
terms of staffing logistics and broad differentiation strategies Okay .. well .. with Maths, we’ve got a teacher that goes in to the classroom .. a Special
Education teacher .. as well as their normal teacher .. we’ve done that for a number of
classes form 7 to 10 .. just to try and up that level of proficiency because Maths is such
a difficult subject to teach .. and in English .. just .. the school’s been doing a lot of
Literacy development themselves around SEAL 4 , around explicit instruction and so,
hopefully, that is feeding back into classroom practice …

SP:TH:2

When interrogated further about personalised adjustments for Harrison, Mrs W reiterated the
broad support measures that had been implemented for a number of students with special
education needs we’ve got another Support Teacher going into English classes to assist with that
(adjustments) so we can have .. basically .. extra explanation, extra scaffolding for those
students.

SP:TH:2

SEAL – An acronym denoting a scaffold to support the writing of an extended response. The letters stand for –
Statement, Expand, Application, Link.
4
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In Harrison’s Personalised Plan a number of personalised adjustments were noted including:
“additional demonstration, alternative materials used e.g. visual presentation, concrete materials,
deeper level of scaffolding (than same age peers), pre-teaching of concepts, repetition of key
concept/content, visual supports e.g. timetables, schedules, adjustments to size/ presentation of
materials, consideration (of) location in class, explicit teaching/modelling, reduced number of
tasks, simplified/explicit instructions, alternative formats for worksheets etc.” The overall
impression given by this long list of adjustments was that Harrison’s support was intensive,
requiring a significant commitment by his teachers in terms of translating the plan into everyday
learning experiences. Yet, for Mrs W, it was difficult to gain a clear picture of the effectiveness
or otherwise of the adjustments due to what she saw as a lack of feedback from teachers –
All teachers .. when a PP’s (Personalised Plan Meeting) coming .. all teachers are asked
to give feedback .. and I harp on and harp on and harp on to the teachers how important
their feedback is .. because they’re the ones that really … that are putting the
adjustments in place .. they’re the ones that can tell me what’s working and what’s not
working .. and .. yeah .. without their feedback .. it’s pointless really … I mean .. parent
and student feedback is good but you really need the teacher feedback too and you also
need for the teachers to be taking it on board as well for it to be successful.
SP:TH:3
Longer term planning for Harrison’s transition to a post-school pathway, and discussion of the
supports that would form a foundation for this transition plan was a focus of all members of this
collaborative team. Melanie and Greg sought out various offerings from the school to
strengthen Harrison’s Curriculum Vitae and enhancing his career prospects –
I just think we might need to talk about a few issues about what he can do .. and what’s
on offer as he goes through to Years 11 and 12 … He’s not happy when he’s at school.
We thought, “We’ll get his White Card 5 done”. That was on Monday. And .. I don’t
know .. hopefully, he’s passed that …. So, I mean, regardless of what sort of work he
does, he’ll need that down the track.

SP:MH:2

The quote above does not indicate that Melanie and Greg had arranged the White Card
assessment through the school’s Learning Support team or even with its knowledge so whether
or not adjustments such as those detailed in Harrison’s Personalised Plan were accessed is
questionable.

Discussion in the second Personalised Planning Meeting around the prospect of Harrison leaving
school made an impression on Harrison. When questioned after the meeting about what things

5

A white card (or general construction induction card) is required for workers who want to carry out construction
work.

138

about school were important to him, Harrison was focussed on the transition from school to postschool –
How you have to do … have a job ..or something like that .. or be 17 to leave school
SP:TH:3

From the detail provided about the school leaving age or the requirement to have a job before
leaving school, it was apparent that Harrison had been attentive to the details of the post-school
discussion that took place in the Personalised Planning meeting.
For Mrs W, the linchpin of Harrison’s transition plan was an appropriate suite of subjects that
were accessible and catered for his interests –
I suppose the main focus of the meeting for Harrison’s family is, because he’s moving
into Year 11 and so they really wanted to talk about the subject selections, to make sure
that he was going to do subjects that would suit him and that he could feel successful at
… um … we got there … had to tease things out of Harrison … but he was really happy
SP:TH:3
Mrs W used the My Support Plan scaffold as a tool for eliciting (or “teasing out”) information
from Harrison about where he might need additional support –

I actually thought that this (shows My Support Plan scaffold) was really useful .. My
Support Plan … the triangle was really useful for Harrison to be able to .. as a prompt
for him to tell me how things are going.

SP:TH:3

Melanie agreed that this type of tool would be useful in helping Harrison to express his support
needs –
I think it’s a good idea .. like Harrison is able to just openly put (image cards onto the
diagram).. or say where he needs help .. and what he can do on his own.

SP:MH:3

It was apparent from the responses of both Mrs W and Greg in the third interview set that they
viewed Harrison’s adoption of a Life Skills pattern of studies in Years 11 and 12 as key to him
becoming more independent in his learning because adjustments would be more accurately
targeted –

Greg:

Well it’s been modified correctly rather than just having .. yeah .. normal
work .. whatever he’s been given now has definitely been modified .. or they
just don’t give him those sorts of complex projects. SP:MH:3
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Mrs W:

..So we talked about doing Life Skills .. and what would be appropriate and
everything was pretty good.

SP:TH:3

For Harrison, the Life Skills option equated with “there’s going to be heaps of support in every
class” (SP:H:3). For Melanie, however, while her concerns about accessibility were partially
quelled by the decision for Harrison to undertake Life Skills courses, there appeared to be a
nagging concern about his engagement, particularly when not being able to access learning
experiences independently –
He just needs to be more … concentrate more at the beginning rather than let time fly
by .. and if he needs help.. he’ll ask for help .. if he doesn’t get the help .. if the teacher’s
busy or whatever .. then he just won’t ask anymore.

SP:MH:3

Melanie’s assessment of Harrison’s disposition to learning seemed to be a suitable issue for
interrogation in future Personalised Planning meetings where acquiring job-ready skills like
asking for help would be a likely agenda item.

7.6

Summary

Over the course of the research the relationship between Mrs W and Harrison’s family grew and
changed. From the position of being relative strangers at the time of the first Personalised
Planning meeting, Mrs W came to regard Mel and Greg as co-collaborators. Although speaking
in general terms, Mrs W gave voice to this disposition in her final interview –
…..It’s .. checking in with the parents .. having time to just sit down and really look at
what’s happening for the student and whether they’re being successful, whether the
adjustments that have been put into place are working for them.. and whether we need
to, hopefully, lose some of the adjustments .. or sometimes we need to actually hone
them a little bit more specifically for them.. SP:TH:3

While all adult participants were united in their aim of planning adjustments to increase
accessibility to learning outcomes for Harrison, it was evident that sometimes their opinions
differed as to the types of adjustments that should be prioritised to achieve this aim. Mrs W, for
example, prioritised the strategic deployment of additional personnel (e.g. a Support Teacher in
Harrison’s English class) and the provision of “extra explanation, extra scaffolding” (SP:TH:2),
Mel and Greg focussed more on appropriate learning materials and factoring Harrison’s interests
into programming with the aim of bolstering engagement.
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For his part, overall Harrison did not speak much but sometimes expressed the opinion that
certain work was too difficult for him and he wanted the task simplified. He also expressed his
agency by asking for School Support Officer (Teacher’s Aide) support in some of his classes.
Sometimes he offered his opinion through his relative level of engagement or disengagement
with learning activities or planning meetings. Mrs W observed that the My Support Scaffold was
an aid to Harrison’s agency as it provided a means for him to identify areas where he perceived
the need for assistance and others where he preferred to act more independently.

All team members appeared to be strongly influenced in their decision-making by a
preoccupation with Harrison’s prospective transition to life beyond school. Harrison made a
particularly strong contribution to this topic when he declared that he would rather be
“Earthmoving” than still be attending school (SP:H:2). Greg and Melanie were focussed on
Harrison engaging in subjects and extra-curricular opportunities that would enhance his postschool prospects. Mrs W was also keenly aware of the important relationship between
appropriate subject selection and Harrison’s likely post-school pathway.
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Chapter 8
The Case of Crystal
8.1

History and Context

Crystal started school at her local state primary school. She was the second child of her parents,
Noel and Karen. During kindergarten she reportedly experienced a great deal of anxiety when
saying “goodbye” at the school gate each morning, often crying and having to be escorted to
class by her teacher. Crystal’s older sister attended a School for Special Purposes and had at
some time in her preschool years received a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder (at the time
described as “classic Autism”). Crystal’s paediatrician at the time identified her as having
learning difficulties and suggested that she, too, had characteristics of autism. Noel and Karen
reported that Crystal struggled academically throughout primary school and received additional
support in her learning. The school counsellor at the primary school assessed Crystal as having
an intellectual disability that fell within the mild range of intellectual disability (full scale IQ 64).
In her final year of primary school, when Crystal had been offered enrolment at St Perpetua’s
Catholic High School for the following year, the school counsellor who had identified Crystal’s
cognitive difficulties, suggested that Noel and Karen make contact with the Learning Support
Coordinator at St Perpetua’s to arrange for an extended transition to her new learning
environment and to negotiate additional supports and adjustments. Noel and Karen confirmed
that they followed through on this recommendation and St Perpetua’s Learning Support
Coordinator at that time, Mrs D, involved Crystal and a small number of other students with high
learning support needs from feeder primary schools participated in a one-day per week extended
transition program held at St Perpetua’s over the course of 6 weeks in Term 4 of their final year
of primary school.

According to Mrs W, Crystal struggled to meet predicted learning outcomes during her early
years at St Perpetua’s, despite significant adjustments to content and instruction and with
additional support in the form of a teacher’s aide in most of her classes. She tended to gravitate
to the Learning Support area for additional one-to-one assistance in numeracy and literacy, this
being formalised into a pull-out program sometime during Year 7. In Year 9, Crystal adopted a
pattern of studies targeting Life Skills outcomes in all of her subjects. In Year 10, Crystal
undertook a psychometric re-assessment of her cognitive ability the results of which placed her
in the moderate range of intellectual disability with a full scale IQ of 48. When Crystal entered
Year 11 (just after the first interview), she undertook a pattern of studies that did not include Life
Skills courses although this learning program was quickly revised. In the same year, the school
had created a loose senior class for students pursuing Life Skills courses. Crystal joined this
class in late Term 1, receiving instruction in some courses with a handful of peers with similar
learning needs and some instruction within larger cohorts in “mainstream” classes. In the latter
context, Crystal was supported by a member of the Learning Support team. She pursued a
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parallel Life Skills course to the regular course undertaken by the majority of peers in that
cohort, essentially being taught roughly similar themes but with vastly different targeted
outcomes, learning materials and assessment strategies.

8.2

The Agency of Crystal

Crystal’s verbal responses were very brief in each of the three interviews undertaken during the
research period. Nonetheless, she seemed very willing to participate and smiled broadly during
each session. She participated in the interviews without her parents but in each case directly
after they had been interviewed. (She sat in on the first of her parents’ interviews). Crystal
would unselfconsciously hug Noel and Karen before her interviews, appearing to enjoy the fact
that her parents were visiting the school.
Crystal’s first interview occurred after a Personalised Planning meeting scheduled at the end of
Year 10 as she and her family were making plans for her to enter the final stage of her secondary
education. She appeared to be comfortable and familiar with the Personalised Planning process.
When asked to describe the meeting, Crystal summarised it in a single sentence –
It was about subject selection for next year … and what subjects that I have. SP:C:1

Crystal agreed that she had some input into subject selection and explained what she knew about
the subjects she was undertaking in the following year –

I know that like Hospitality is like cooking and Maths and English is in (the Learning
Support area) ……… Modern History and Catholic Studies .. and Computers. SP:C:1

Apart from her subject selection, Crystal was able to identify another theme of the preceding
meeting – “it’s like how I’m going with learning” (SP:C:1). She had provided this personal
evaluation of her learning progress in the meeting –
I said I’m doing good. I just need to ask one of the teachers to help me … to put up my
hand.

SP:C:1

She then admitted that she didn’t like putting up her hand and that she preferred to “ask them
(the teachers) when they were walking around” (SP:C:1). She did not elaborate on how
frequently she used this strategy in class.

Crystal appeared well versed in the language of Personalised Planning meetings. When asked
about what other types of adjustments were discussed in the Personalised Planning meeting, she
responded with “um.. assessments” (SP:C:1) and when interrogated further as to what happened
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regarding adjustments to assessments she responded in a somewhat circular fashion, “It gets
adjusted a little bit for me ..” (SP:C:1). With further questioning Crystal explained that
adjustments “(make) it easier for you” and that different questions and words were adjusted.
SP:C:1

Crystal said that she sometimes did not understand what happened in Personalised Planning
meetings and that was the case “a little bit” in the meeting she had just attended. This may
explain the slightly different accounts of salient themes of the meeting given by other
participants. Of those participants she perceived that it was her father who spoke the most in
meetings –
My Dad. .. (laughs) He talks a lot.…. He talked about how I’m doing well, what
subjects … um .. what subjects that we’re working on ….

SP:C:1

She identified Mrs W as the next most vocal participant. It was Mrs W and Noel that helped
Crystal select her subjects. For her part, Crystal felt that she had agency to “a little bit of agree
with” the subject choices put forward by her father and Mrs W.

Crystal communicated equally as economically in her second interview but she was more
forthcoming about some of the difficulties she had experienced in the classroom at this mid-point
between her two Personalised planning meetings. When asked how things were going for her at
school, Crystal responded –
It’s good. I’m getting it a little bit but some of it’s a bit hard. SP:C:2
“Getting it a little bit” might well be a case of Crystal damning with faint praise, particularly
when she quickly qualified this statement with the rider that “some of it’s (presumably, the
learning content) a bit hard” (SP:C:2). She did, however, isolate one “hard” subject, Modern
History. She was more positive about her experience in other subjects. “Hospo” was Crystal’s
favourite subject and she volunteered that she liked “Special English” which was delivered in the
Learning Support area. She elaborated that her small class of nine students was “watching a
movie” (SP:C:2). Crystal identified a Learning Support teacher, Mrs C, as helping her with
Maths. The mathematics program content appeared to be directly linked with discussions held in
the Personalised Planning meeting held several months. At that time, Noel had been particularly
concerned about Crystal not receiving shifts at a local supermarket. When questioned about
what had happened in the ensuing period Crystal explained –

Umm well .. I used to work at (Supermarket). I had trouble with money .. like doing the
change and stuff. They said I was great with customers .. saying, “thank you” and
“hello” .. and … yeah …. SP:C:2

144

Crystal then made the link between the supermarket experience and the current Mathematics
program she was pursuing with Mrs C–
We’re doing money change.

SP:C:2

Crystal was particularly quiet in her third interview. She was able to articulate what she
perceived to be the main topic of the Personalised Planning meeting she had just attended – “We
talked about my goals and my subjects” ( SP:C:3) but she gave no sense that she was
instrumental in shaping her goals or interrogating the appropriateness or appeal of her subjects.
Crystal’s reticence in meetings and in social situations generally was something that Noel and
Karen reflected during their first interview –
We would like her .. well, I’d like her to say a lot more instead of being very

Noel:

reserved.
Karen:

She’s got to be prompted a bit.

Noel:

She’s got to get out and start .. you know ..

Crystal:

(Interjects) Socialise …

Noel:

Make her mark .. you know .. tell the world, “I’m here. This is me and I’m
here”, you know, “And I’m part of this environment” … instead of sitting
back not doing very much … you know what I’m saying?

SP:CF:1

In her first interview, Mrs W provided a different perspective regarding what might be impeding
Crystal’s agency –

In that particular dynamic, in that family, Noel tends to dominate and so I have to hear
him out and then continually go back and address things to Crystal and encourage her to
speak.

SP:CT:1

In Mrs W’s estimation Crystal was capable and willing to contribute to decisions taken and
issues discussed in the context of Personalised Planning meetings –
You need to scaffold that for her but once you’re very clear about what you’re wanting
and what you’re asking .. yep .. she can (contribute). SP:CT:1
The “scaffolding” referred to in the quote above was essentially questioning (“what you’re
asking”). This took place in the first of the Personalised Planning meetings that book-ended the
research period. In the second Personalised Planning meeting a different type of scaffolding was
employed to elicit Crystal’s point of view, the My Support Plan scaffold. According to Mrs W,
this visual tool was instrumental in drawing from Crystal a concern that she identified as needing
“a lot of help” with.
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.. This (shows My Support Plan template) worked really well with Crystal. She, in fact,
came up with something that I was surprised at … which wouldn’t have come up
otherwise … and that was the “Controlling anxiety” and she put it at the top in the red ..
and I would not have seen that .. and so that gave us a really good chance to address
that.

SP:CT:3

The use of this tool had allowed Crystal to determine part of the agenda and to identify her own
priority, her own perceived barrier to improving access to learning and participation in her
classes.

8.3

The Agency of Noel and Karen

Noel and Karen (parents) attended all three interviews together. Their support of the school and
school processes was a strong theme in their interviews and, by association, this enthusiasm
seemed to extend to support for this research. Noel referred to the school as a “very, very
comfortable environment” presumably for parents as well as students (SP:CF:1) and Karen
echoed these sentiments saying, “Friendly, they listen to you” (SP:CM:1). Noel and Karen
expressed their agency and strengthened their connection to the school by becoming members of
the Parents and Friends Association –
We’re a member of the P & F here ……. in my day .. Dad and Mum wouldn’t have
even met the principal yet we know the principal pretty good here and we knew the
previous principal pretty good.

SP:CF:1

They were similarly involved in the school of their younger children but discerned a distinct
difference in the extent to which they felt connected with that school compared to St Perpetua’s –
it’s harder in a high school because your student has got several teachers for the whole
week.

….. But sometimes it might be nice to .. instead of coming (to) .. those half-

yearly teacher interviews .. it would be nice to be able to .... have a few occasional
interviews with the teacher (sic) on a one-on-one basis.

SP:CF:1

When asked whether he and Karen would like to have more teachers represented at Personalised
Planning meetings, Noel said that he would and pondered –

What would happen if Crystal wasn’t in the Learning Support area now? Would we be
getting the interviews (Personalised Planning meetings) like we are? No, probably not.
SP:CF:1
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Noel’s assumption that Personalised Planning meetings were only scheduled for those students
who accessed the Learning Support area to receive substantial or extensive levels of support was
not accurate. It indicated, however, that he equated greater access to the Learning Support
Coordinator with the location in the school where a student accessed learning support. Since
Crystal had greater access to the Learning Support area than the majority of students at St
Perpetua’s, it followed that the family would have more contact with school personnel. At one
point, Noel bemoaned the fact that he would have like to have more Personal Planning meetings
involving more teachers –
.. a few more of these would be nice. You know but I can understand .... she’s not the
only student here but, I mean, a bit more, you know, where we can have a talk to a few
other teachers.

SP:CF:1

Noel clearly valued the Personalised Planning meetings as opportunities for he and Karen to
exercise their agency –
we can have an input .. and come up with a (plan) … and we find out what their (the
teacher’s) input is … so that then we can come up with an idea .. where everyone is
happy .. SP:CF:1
The extent to which Noel and Karen were instrumental in “com(ing) up with an idea” in the form
of an adjustment plan for Crystal, is a moot point given that they both seemed to defer to Mrs W
when determining what barriers to learning existed for Crystal –

Noel:

The only problem is when she doesn’t know something, she just doesn’t want
to put her hand up ..

Karen:

She doesn’t put her hand up ..

Noel:

(interrupts) and ask for help ……. That’s the only thing that Mrs W said
that’s wrong .. so as far as that’s concerned.

SP:CF:1

There could have been any number of reasons why Crystal didn’t “put up her hand” – she didn’t
know enough about the content of the lesson to confidently formulate a question, she didn’t want
the spotlight to fall on her, she was so anxious she couldn’t get the words out, she wanted to give
the impression to her peers that she was coping academically, she was disengaged. Mrs W’s
alleged assertion that it was Crystal’s responsibility to identify what she didn’t know and
confidently ask about it appeared not to be interrogated in the context of the Personalised
Planning meeting.

The couple expressed some agency in supporting the types of adjustments to materials,
assessments and instruction provided to Crystal. Karen pointed out that Crystal did “different
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sorts of work to her other classmates” (SP:CM:1) and Noel approved of the way teachers “adjust
it to suit her learning” (SP:CF:1). In interview three Noel and Karen endorsed the additional
teacher’s aide support Crystal was receiving –

Noel:

More help in certain subjects .. and …

Karen:

(Interjects) .. to make it easier for her to learn … for her learning.

SP:CF:3

Karen and Noel did not elaborate on how they envisaged this help was being administered. They
took advice from Mrs W about the level of support Crystal was receiving as well as issues
related to subject selection, including undertaking Life Skills courses –
Noel and Karen - She doesn’t get an ATAR. (See Glossary)
Karen - But she does get recognised for doing the courses.
Noel - Which means trying to get her work ready – rather than have her doing nothing –
like … we didn’t have that luxury of Life Skills and I wish we did … SP:CF:2
The reference to work readiness in the quote above was another key motif of Karen and Noel’s
interviews. It was apparent that Noel and Karen were not only concerned about potential gaps in
Crystal’s skills repertoire but also her vulnerability as a young woman leaving the protective
environment of school –
Well, there’s only really one concern is … what is she going to do after school? That’s
always been my fear with all our children .. while they’re at school they’re protected ..
it’s safe .. it’s easy .. but it’s after school .. it’s when school’s finished .. that’s it .. no
more .. ain’t coming back .. that’s it .. what do they do then?

SP:CF:2

From the first interview, Noel had described how he had tried to enlist the help of Mrs W in
entreating the management of the local Woolworths to secure more shifts for Crystal.
Demonstrating paternal advocacy, Noel had also directly approached the staff of Woolworths
himself –
They were supposed to have a little talk to her … nothing … I haven’t heard anything
and I reckon she should be there … whether she’s having trouble with her money …
eventually she’s gotta get it … eventually. She’s not going to get it by doing nothing ..
SP:CF:2
Concern about Crystal’s post-school options and readiness were likely to assume a greater
priority in the Personalised Planning meeting beyond the scope of this research. When asked
what they saw as being on the agenda in future meetings Noel and Karen responded –
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Karen:

…Umm … I don’t know … trying to get her into courses for the year after …

Noel:

(Interjects) Or try to find a job where she can start ..

Karen:

(Interjects) …Training

Noel:

I’ve thought about a few things but .. you know .. whether that comes .. you
know .. if she’s no good at certain things .. what about a career in either the
Navy? .. which I don’t know whether she’s able to do that .. or a career in
the Police Force? .. is something that is .. ahh .. that’s on offer .. you know ..
they’re the two things I can think of outside say normal, run-of-the-mill jobs
around .. like as far as .. round town or whatever.

SP:CF:3

It is apparent from the quote above that Noel and Karen were interested in speaking to the
Careers Advisor at the school to create a more targeted plan for Crystal’s pathway to a suitable
post-school option or suite of options. Such planning is likely to take place in Crystal’s final
year of school.

To summarise, Noel and Karen were focussed on Crystal achieving the skills necessary to equip
her for entry into the world of work. They were eager to collaborate with school personnel to
facilitate a post-school plan for Crystal but relied heavily on Mrs W to make arrangements for
this type of planning. While having clear opinions about prioritising the development of
functional skills (like money skills) in Crystal’s learning program, Noel and Karen clearly
heeded Mrs W’s counsel when making decisions about subject selection or the inclusion of Life
Skills courses in Crystal’s pattern of study. Their agency was most evident when they advocated
to have additional personnel (SSO) support made available for Crystal and when they felt that
the expectation of Crystal self-identifying the need for assistance (be raising her hand) was
unrealistic.

8.4

The Agency of Mrs W

From her initial response in the first interview, it was apparent that Mrs W had had dealings with
Crystal’s family and was comfortable with them –
It was a good meeting because they’re nice people and Crystal is really easy to deal
with. They always have things to put into the conversation. They always have concerns
that they want addressed and can articulate that. So we got some good actions out of
that to go on with that will support her.

SP:CT:1

Also apparent was Mrs W’s perception that the family had no difficulty expressing agency in the
context of Personalised Planning meetings. She viewed their assertiveness around “concerns that
they want addressed” as essential input leading to “actions … that will support her”.
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Mrs W attributed the confidence of both of Crystal’s parents in expressing their views in
Personalised Planning meetings to the fact that they had been attending this type of meeting for
many years. She observed, however, that Noel’s agency in such exchanges was far more overt
than Karen’s –
They’ve done (Personalised Planning meetings) a fair bit. They’re experts on
collaborative planning meetings. .. And they know what they want and they know how
to express it. Mum, probably .. even though I try to address things to both, Mum’s
happy for Noel to speak for her. When I asked her whether there was anything
particularly that she wanted to say, she was happy with the status quo. SP:CT:1

From the excerpt above it is evident that Mrs W had made some effort to bolster the agency of
Karen in the context of the meeting but was satisfied that Noel’s contributions captured the
family’s main concerns and ideas.
Chief among the family’s concerns at the first Personalised Planning meeting held during the
research period, according to Mrs W, was Crystal’s post-school career prospects –
They’re looking forward and so they’re really thinking .. because she’s going into Years
11 and 12 .. they’re really thinking about her transition to work. They’ve already helped
her to get a job. So they’re really on board with us (the school), too, and so it works
well.

SP:CT:1

The job referred to in the quote above at the local Woolworths had, however, exposed some
deficits in Crystal’s skills repertoire. Mrs W confirmed that Noel had appealed to her to assist
the family in this matter –
She did the training and she’s not getting many shifts so obviously there’s an issue ....
and they actually asked me if I could, on behalf of Crystal, look into that and so I’ll
have a go at that and see what comes up .. I thought maybe we could do it as a Work
Experience .. a non-paid thing maybe?

SP:CT:1

I’m going to try to see whether maybe there’s some skills that she’s missing out on that
make her employable ..

SP:CT:1

Mrs W’s learning-based response to the family’s concern about Crystal’s failure to receive
regular shifts was a reasonable one – arrange some non-paid Work Experience and “make her
more employable” – but there was no accompanying suggestion of opening up collaborative
processes between the school-based careers advisor and prospective employers although
evidence in Crystal’s Personalised Plan pointed to the school’s intention to register Crystal for
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“taster days” with local disability service providers. At Mrs W’s third interview (mid-way
through Crystal’s Year 11) there was no mention of collaborative processes having been
established with the careers advisor even though it was still a clear pre-occupation of Noel and
Karen. There was, however, mention in her Personalised Plan of the intention to organise Work
Experience later in the year.
Mrs W followed through on her promise to contact Crystal’s employer to find out why Crystal
had not been receiving more shifts –
I spoke to the workplace and, unfortunately … although the feedback was that she was
great with customer service …. her ability to deal with money under stress was not
going to work out.

SP:CT:2

This revelation resulted in a change in career advice from Mrs W which ran counter to the goals
previously expressed by Noel and Karen –
Mum agreed .. Dad wasn’t real happy .. but Mum agreed that it probably wasn’t the way
to go because the amount of energy that we would have to put into Crystal .. whether
she would EVER be able to do it under those circumstances .. you know .. that really
quick recall of money .. we were probably better to use her strengths in a different way
and so we are looking at possibly doing some Aged Care .. some Aged Care work
experience …

SP:CT:2

The excerpt above illustrates the degree to which Mrs W directed decisions made about program
choices that had ramifications on the learning (and, possibly, career) trajectory of Crystal.
Mrs W’s agency was also conspicuous in relation to subject selection. At the mid-point
interview Mrs W revealed that collaborations with other teachers had been arranged as a result of
either unsuitable subject choices or inadequate adjustments being implemented or a combination
of the two –
When she started off (Year 11), I think the subjects that she selected weren’t really
suited to her .. Wheels fell off half way through Term 1 with two subjects .. with the
Hospitality and also with … Business Services .. and so we had another meeting … the
VET (Vocational Education and Training) Coordinator came and saw me, we invited
parents in, discussed it with M, who is the (Modern History) teacher .. and so we had a
meeting and went through the issues. Crystal herself was stressed about the subjects
and so .... we’ve made alternatives and she’s gone to a Life Skills course .. and I
think that she’s a lot happier with that.
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SP:CT:2

According to Crystal (SP:C:1) subject selection had been the focus of the Personalised Planning
meeting that had taken place in November of the preceding year. At this time, the option of
undertaking one or several Life Skills courses had not been presented. The nature and extent of
adjustments to be accessed by Crystal as she commenced her final stage of schooling had been
on the agenda –
… we did talk about those adjustments because Crystal expressed that she was still
finding some of the assessment tasks too difficult .. and that she .. and that I want and
her parents .. we all want her to build up a level of independence so that she can get an
assessment task and doesn’t necessarily have to ask for assistance. She can try to do it
by herself. I went through a number of suggestions and asked her, “What do you find
when you get an assessment task? What’s difficult?”, “Would this be better?”, “What
else is difficult?” and so we worked through .. “is true and false better?”, “is the
language sometimes something that she can’t quite work out?”. So we went through
that process … about different multiple choice, whether she like slideshows, different
products as well .. we talked about those in detail.

SP:CT:1

Evidence of the assessment discussion in the quote above points to the fact that Life Skills
courses (in which there is no requisite formal assessments) were not being entertained at the time
as subject options for Crystal even though the school had received a recent psychometric report
for Crystal placing her in the moderate range of intellectual disability. Mrs W’s questioning of
Crystal to pinpoint which processes and materials she found difficult and which may have been
more palatable, may well have been an attempt to elicit information and bolster Crystal’s agency,
but the choices presented to Crystal could have had the effect of limiting adjustment choices or
they may not have been fully understood.

At the time of the first interview, Mrs W was aware that Crystal required significant
interventions to assist her in improving her literacy skills. This was a priority for Noel and
Karen –
They want her to read and so my brain went .. “How are we going to do Macqlit in
Stage 6?” because that’s really what she needs and so I asked her whether she’d be
comfortable with joining a younger group and she said that wouldn’t worry her … that
will be interesting. I was thinking of creating a moderate intellectual group .. if they’re
at the right level.

SP:CT:1

Mrs W reiterated Noel and Karen’s desire for Crystal to improve her reading during the midpoint interview, noting that Crystal was engaged in the MacqLit program and that “she’s really
enjoying that”. There was no feedback on Crystal’s literacy progress as a result of this
intervention. What can be gleaned from the literacy discussion over the course of the research
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period is that while Noel and Karen exhibited agency in identifying literacy intervention as an
area of priority, it was Mrs W who demonstrated significant agency in relation to determining the
nature and timing of the literacy intervention for Crystal.

During the third interview, Mrs W spoke candidly about her dominance in the context of
Personalised Planning (and other) meetings with Crystal and her parents. Speaking to the
question of whether all parties are free to raise issues of concern, Mrs W responded –

I think so .. I just have to wrangle Noel a little bit .. and make sure that Karen
gets heard and that Crystal gets heard.

SP:CT:3

She was not only aware of her role in facilitating and directing the conversation but also in
making sure that all parties understood what was being discussed. It was on the issue of the
participants’ ability to comprehend proceedings that Mrs W identified a barrier to family-school
collaboration –
Possibly (the only barrier is) … the parents’ themselves ability to comprehend what’s
going on .. but .. yeah .. we just adjust..

SP:CT:3

This perceived barrier may well have impacted on the agency of Noel, Karen and Crystal and
delivered more power in terms of decision-making and prioritising to Mrs W in the context of the
collaborative relationship.

In summary, Mrs W played a dominant role in decision-making within the collaborative
relationship. She did, however, respond to concerns and suggestions from Noel and Karen,
around the need for Crystal to acquire functional skills in literacy and handling money. Mrs W
felt the need to support not only Crystal but also Noel and Karen in their understanding of
curriculum matters.

8.5

Determining Adjustments

Comments included in the meeting notes of Crystal’s Personalised Plan (viewed December
2018) point to an evolving understanding of the substantial level of adjustment required by
Crystal to support her learning. The collaborative process led to closer scrutiny of her subject
choices for Years 11 and 12 and an overhaul of her initial pattern of studies. Sometime towards
the end of Term 1 of Year 11, Crystal changed her pattern of studies from one made up of Board
Developed courses that were pre-requisite to the achievement of an Australian Tertiary
Admission Rank with two Vocational Education and Training Courses that included that
included the option of undertaking specific units of competency (leading to Australian
Qualification Framework credentials at the level aligned to those units) to a mix of Life Skill
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Courses and the same two Vocational Education and Training courses (Business Services and
Hospitality). There are no external examinations associated with Life Skills courses and they are
accessed by a small proportion of students who perform well below their cohort and who “could
not be helped with appropriate adjustments and support” (NESA, 2019).

Even after her change from Modern History to Life Skills Modern History, notes contained in
Crystal’s Personalised Plan alluded to a situation where adjustments were not being delivered in
a way that afforded accessibility and facilitated engagement – “work is bit hard, content is too
difficult”. While, ostensibly, the course had changed, the context for curriculum delivery had
not. Crystal was still attending her Modern History class with peers studying the Board
Developed course. Recommendations for deeper adjustments in this context were decided at the
Personalised Plan meeting. These included different learning activities to her peers “like finding
images, (Crystal) likes to use photos, (Crystal) likes to join the class with videos etc. and then do
her own work at a simpler level”. Other adjustments mentioned in the Personalised Plan
included “simplified text or read-write app, matching, true and false, simple cloze passages,
demonstrating understanding using visuals”. There was a specific direction to Crystal’s teachers
regarding how Crystal’s learning should be assessed inserted into Crystal’s plan as a result of
this meeting – “Life Skills courses do not require formal assessments. Work Samples, oral
answers, observations can be used.”

Also evident in the meeting notes of the first Personalised Plan meeting was the advocacy of
Noel and Karen for the inclusion of a more practical approach to vocational skills development
for Crystal. The notes included a comment about the “parents (requesting) more money, office
skills – writing email and letters, phone skills”. This advocacy may have contributed to some of
the changes to learning experiences for Crystal (evident in the meeting notes of her second
Personalised Planning meeting), including her undertaking work experience in the school
canteen as part of her Business Services course (but also aligned to her goal of trying to improve
her money skills).

Noel was particularly eager to have Crystal receive adjustments in light of his own high school
experience of a curriculum that was seemingly inaccessible –
She does different sorts of work to her other classmates …. Adjustments, you know,
where they adjust to suit her learning .. Assignments and everything … which is good ..
I’m glad things like that happen these days because I never had it. You had to do
whatever everyone else did. If you was left behind, you were left behind. That’s
it. SP:CF:1
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Both he and Karen also appreciated the fact that Crystal was included in discussions about the
nature and extent of adjustments being planned for her and supported the use of tools like the My
Support Scaffold to direct her input into the discussions –

Karen:

Yes it did help her.

Noel:

It probably helped as far as asking .. you know .. where she’s got to put the
little symbol on .. or the subject on .. which part of the scaffold .. that .. leads
to find out .. that’s her input ..

SP:CF:3

The continuing discussion about preparing Crystal for employment directed some of Crystal’s
adjustments. Noel’s focus on formalising a plan for “[Crystal’s] life after school .. you know ..
trying to get her into something where she’s .. you know [in] her niche” (SC:CF:1) led to the
inclusion of community-based, work-based experiences in Crystal’s learning program. Mrs W
had identified in the Personalised Plan that “Crystal will participate in the taster days (two local
Disability Service Providers)” and that “further work experience for Crystal will be looked at in
Terms 2 & 3. (Member of the Learning Support Team) will contact (local early childcare centre)
and some childcare options.”

8.6

Summary

Over the course of the research period it was evident that discussions between Crystal’s family
and the school (represented by Mrs W) led to Crystal’s adjustments being regularly revised to
facilitate her increased engagement in learning and to provide a focus on more functional goals.
The collaborative process played a significant part in calibrating understandings of all
participants regarding barriers to Crystal’s learning and participation, the long term and medium
term priorities of Crystal and her family and appropriate school responses to those priorities.
Mrs W’s perception that the ability of Noel and Karen “to comprehend what’s going on”
(SP:CT:3) constituted a barrier to the collaborative process did not appear to have been borne
out, given the degree to which the direction of discussions and the subsequent decisions were
influenced by them. The school’s responsiveness to the concerns of Noel and Karen appeared to
reinforce the agency of the couple.

Crystal, too, exhibited signs of agency, albeit expressed through her parents. She was motivated,
for example, to acquire skills to help her secure shifts at her Woolworths job recognising that she
had difficulty “doing the change and stuff” so she allowed her parents to advocate on her behalf
to change the focus in her Mathematics program to money skills. Although reluctant to talk
during Personalised Planning meetings, when offered a tool to express her opinions - the My
Support Plan Scaffold - Crystal was quick to identify a barrier to her learning and participation,
her anxiety.
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Chapter 9
Cross-Case Analysis
9.1

Introduction

This chapter identifies and expands on themes from the five Case Studies in order to answer the
research questions. Before analysing and bringing together the experiences of individual
participant agency in the five collaborative clusters at the centre of this research, it is imperative
that further discernment of the term "agency" be explored. In the Introduction and Literature
Review Chapters of this thesis, the term "agency" has been described as involving the exercise of
power or influence. The analysis of individual Cases Studies in the previous chapters revealed
that the demonstration of agency by individuals operating outside formal collaborative
interactions can impact decisions made in the context of prescribed collaborative meetings such
as Personalised Planning meetings. As has been identified in the individual case studies, agentic
expression has been evident in informal interactions between students and their parents or
between parents and Learning Support Coordinators outside prescribed meetings.

Another disclaimer should be made about the exercise of agency in determining reasonable
adjustments for students with disability. In this study the exercise did not always translate into
effective adjustments. This chapter reveals how decisions taken in the context of several of the
Personalised Planning meetings highlighted in this research were either undermined in their
execution either by a lack of teacher will or skill, or proved to be a poor fit in terms of meeting
student needs or student preferences. Adjustments by their nature are fluid, influenced by
feedback from the constant monitoring of implementation fidelity, logistical practicalities,
student assessment data and feedback from students and their families.

Cognisant of the above qualifications, the cross-case analysis will draw data from the five cases
to investigate the central research question, i.e.

How do individual participants in family-school collaborations exercise agency in the
design and implementation of reasonable adjustments for students with disability in
high schools?

through exploration of the four research sub-questions. Each section below is titled in relation to
these four subquestions.

For ease of reference, the table below summarises the names of the participants in each
collaborative cluster and the school each student attends. A more comprehensive Interview
Legend explaining the codes featured in this chapter (e.g. SP:CF:1) can be found in Chapter 1.

156

Table 4. Summary of Collaborative Clusters

The Case Studies
(Student Names)

9.2

Parent/s Name/s

Learning Support
Coordinator

School

Daria

Terri

Mrs S

St Casimir’s

Elle

Michelle

Mrs S

St Casimir’s

Alecia

Tania and Steve

Mrs S

St Casimir’s

Harrison

Melanie and Greg

Mrs W

St Perpetua’s

Crystal

Noel and Karen

Mrs W

St Perpetua’s

How do educators influence outcomes, develop relationships and
exercise agency in family-school collaborations aimed at designing
and implementing “reasonable adjustments” for students with
disability in high schools? (Research sub-question 1)

The two educators in this study were at very different stages in their relationships with
participating students and parents in their respective school communities.

When the research period commenced, Mrs S had been in her Learning Support role for several
years and had formed collaborative relationships with the three student participants and their
families since the girls had enrolled in Year 7 at St Casimir's the year before the research
commenced. She had also established procedures for communicating with parents, students and
teachers and developed interventions for addressing the needs of students requiring additional
close learning support. Essentially, she had shaped the learning support role according to her
own vision within the constraints of school procedures and system accountabilities. At the
beginning of the research period, Mrs S worked with a team consisting of one other learning
support teacher and a number of part and full time teacher's aides making up four full-time roles.
She ran the bulk of Personalised Plan meetings for students identified as requiring adjustments.

In contrast, Mrs W was just settling into her role in a new school and a new sector (she had not
worked in a Catholic school prior to her appointment at St Perpetua's). While she was
developing relationships with the students involved in the research, Mrs W did not have regular
contact with both sets of parents. In November 2016, in the interview after the first Personalised
Planning meeting of the research period, Mrs W stated that she had "not actually met" (SP:HT:1)
Harrison's parents prior to that meeting. While she had regular dealings with Crystal's parents
and subject teachers, it was evident that she was still in the early stages of discerning an
appropriate level of adjustment for Crystal. In interview one, Mrs W spoke of her desire to have
Crystal "build up a level of independence" so that she could undertake formal assessment tasks
without the need to ask for assistance (SP:CT:1) but by interview two, in May, 2017 (SP:TC:2)
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it was apparent that independence in academic endeavours was an unrealistic goal. A
mainstream pattern of studies was proving inaccessible and a decision, instigated by Mrs W, had
been taken for Crystal to follow a learning program consisting mainly of Life Skills courses.

As well as establishing collaborative relationships with parents, Mrs W was also in the early
stages of developing communication pathways with teachers, organising interventions and
delegating learning support roles to members of her Learning Support team. In one mid-point
interview (SP:HT:2) Mrs W spoke of "parcelling off" some of the responsibility for liaising with
subject teachers in adjusting learning materials and experiences to the three other teachers in her
Learning Support team to work. In two other interviews (SP:HT:1 and SP:TC:3) Mrs W spoke
of distributing the case management of students with disability to teachers in the learning support
and pastoral teams, divesting to these new case managers the duties of negotiating adjustments in
Personalised Planning meetings and communicating these adjustments to the broader teaching
staff.

As much as Mrs S and Mrs W differed in longevity in, and approach to, their roles, Mrs S and
Mrs W also demonstrated distinctive collaborative styles which are compared and contrasted
below.

Mrs S communicated frequently with the parents of Daria, Elle and Alecia using a range of
formal and informal communication strategies from scheduled face-to-face meetings, to phone
calls, to emails and text messages. From their interview responses, it was clear that the parents
felt at liberty to contact Mrs S whenever an academic or social issue arose that required timely
resolution. For example, Daria's and Alecia’s electives were expeditiously revised when
requested, Elle was permitted to discontinue her reading intervention and pastoral support was
provided for Daria in response to troubling social media interactions. Mrs S sought advice from
parents in order to execute these adjustments, describing her dealings with them as “really
positive” and “supportive” (SC:DT:1) and paying heed to their perspective with regard to the
needs of their children.

It was apparent that Mrs S worked consistently towards establishing a collaborative climate in
which parents felt relaxed and comfortable. In her third interview in Daria’s interview set
(SC:DT:3), Mrs S spoke of her dream of interacting with parents in far less formal and more
immediate contexts than the current Personalised Planning processes allowed. Her preference
was for parents to “just pop in” for “relaxed quick meeting(s)” that would facilitate greater
connection between home and school and that would ensure that the student, teachers and
parents were “on the same page” with concern the provision of adjustments. Mrs S took a
similar approach to communicating agreed adjustments to teachers. After Personalised Planning
meetings she routinely uploaded current Personalised Plans to a database accessible to teachers
but it was her perception that not many teachers referred to the documents when programming
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(SC:DT:1). Mrs S found informal interactions with teachers (“just letting whoever know”
(SC:DT:1)) a more effective way of conveying information about adjustments.
In essence, Mrs S’s collaborative style with both parents and teachers was open and relaxed.
While she welcomed the inclusion of other teachers in Personalised Planning meetings it was
evident that she saw herself as assuming the key liaison role between home and school. In her
third interview in Elle’s interview set, Mrs S spoke about how students (and, presumably,
parents) needed to reach a point of being “cued in” so that “they’ll come and tell you stuff”
(SC:ET:3).
Mrs W’s opinion about the importance of healthy family-school collaborative relationships
coincided with that of Mrs S (SP:HT:1). Mrs W identified communication with parents as
central to planning effective adjustments for students with disability. Her collaborative style,
however, was much more formal than Mrs S’s. Mrs W appeared to have less frequent contact
with the parent participants involved in this study (Melanie and Greg, Harrison’s parents and
Noel and Karen, Crystal’s parents) relying principally on formal Personalised Planning meetings
to review adjustments. In a response in the mid-point interview, six-months after her first
meeting with Harrison’s parents, Mrs W revealed that she couldn’t “recall any dealings” with
Harrison’s family since that first occasion (SP:HT:2). Mrs W spoke in her third interview in
Harrison’s interview set about the fact that she did not always work directly with the students at
the centre of personalised planning, that she was “merely a conduit” (SP:HT:3) via which the
adjustments discussed in Personalised Planning meetings were communicated to teachers.

Like Mrs S, Mrs W was dubious about whether adjustments were effectively implemented by all
teachers. She hinted at a possible lack of capacity or understanding on the part of some teachers
as the reason why adjustments were unevenly applied (“adjustments are only as good as the staff
member’s take” SP:HT:3). Mrs W offered a suggestion for improving both the likelihood of
effective implementation of adjustments and the provision of feedback to parents - the
involvement of subject teachers in the Personalised Planning meeting. While Mrs W gathered
data from teachers before Personalised Planning meetings to inform discussions about
adjustments, she thought the meetings would benefit from “another viewpoint .. and a really
active viewpoint” in the form of a teacher who worked closely with the student. Mrs W’s desire
for the inclusion of another teacher participant in Personalised Planning meetings did not equate
to a relinquishing of her role as meeting facilitator. She saw herself in her capacity of Learning
Support Coordinator as “the best person” for this (SP:HT:3).
Mrs W regarded the Personalised Planning meetings as the principle means of “checking in with
parents”, “looking at what’s happening for the student” (SP:HT:3) and “re-tweaking”
adjustments (SP:CT:3) in contrast to Mrs S who saw Personalised Planning meetings as being
one (albeit significant) element in the broader family-school collaborative repertoire. Mrs W’s
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relationship with Crystal’s parents, Noel and Karen, was “comfortable” because “of repeated
meetings” (SP:CT:3) but Mrs W was unsure about possible hidden agendas (or “iceberg(s)”
(SP:HT:3)) in the collaborative relationship with Harrison’s parents, Melanie and Greg. This
may well have been attributable to the infrequent communication between the family and Mrs
W. It could be extrapolated that Harrison’s Personalised Plan remained unchanged for the seven
month period between the two Personalised Planning meetings spanned by this research.

In terms of their approaches to calibrating relationships between families and school, Mrs S and
Mrs W could not have been more different. One key difference was their relative availability to
parent-initiated communication in between formal Personalised Planning meetings. Mrs S’s
regular contact with the parent participants in this research seemed to relate directly to more fluid
adjustments while Mrs W’s less frequent interactions with parents resulted in more stable
adjustments. The divergent approaches also yielded discernible differences in the agency of the
parent participants. Daria’s, Elle’s and Alecia’s parents were less constricted by formal
processes in volunteering their opinions or advocating for their children than were Harrison’s
and Crystal’s parents. (Of course, the reticence of Harrison’s and Crystal’s parents could have
been influenced by other factors).

Evidence from both research sites suggested that the two Learning Support Coordinators saw
themselves as the pivotal member of each collaborative cluster. As representatives of each
school, they also assumed the functions of intermediary between family and staff, moderator of
levels of support, interpreter of educational jargon or curriculum requirements, organiser of
collaborative planning meetings (both Personalised Planning meetings and school-based
meetings to discuss adjustments) and coach/consultant for joint discussions interrogating
pressing issues. In other words, their positions privileged them in the collaborative relationships.
To varying degrees, both Mrs S and Mrs W sought input from the students and parents in this
study so that they could fashion adjustments compatible with school systems and practices and
broader accountabilities. Within the collaborative relationships, the Learning Support
Coordinators appeared to have the most influence on the nature and extent of adjustments
designed to facilitate access to learning. Their familiarity with school cultures, logistical
constraints, curriculum mandates and system accountabilities afforded them the status of
overseers of the creation, communication, implementation and review of personalised
adjustments for students with disability. Typically, the Learning Support Coordinators were the
initiators of formal discussions with parents, interpreting system agendas (around the review of
adjustments) and directing those discussions. Sometimes they acted as points of contact when
parents expressed concern, troubleshooting the problems identified in these exchanges. Their
liaison role with teachers was also key to how outcomes for students with disability were
influenced. Personalised adjustments were affected by how capably the Learning Support
Coordinators used school communication processes, the quality of their relationships with
teaching peers and their ability to convey the adjustments cogently. They were also affected,
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however, by factors beyond the control of the Learning Support Coordinators (alluded to by both
Mrs S and Mrs W) - the volume of Personalised Planning meetings and the impact of this on
opportunities for subject teacher input, individual teachers’ skill and/or will in executing
adjustments and school-specific constraints (like elective subject choices or course choices).
In summary, while Mrs S (St Casimir’s) and Mrs W (St Perpetua’s) agreed on the integral role of
family-school collaborations in determining adjustments for students with disability and the
importance of the role of Learning Support Coordinators in overseeing such collaborations, they
differed substantially in their approaches to maintaining collaborative relationships with parents
and students. The approach of Mrs S, encouraging more frequent parent and student-initiated,
informal communication, supported the expression of agency in these collaborators. It also led
to a more flexible approach in the implementation and review of adjustments. Mrs S was
proactive in educating parents about the more esoteric aspects of their children's school
experience. This tended to provide parents and students with a common lexicon with which to
engage in discussions about adjustments.

Mrs W, while not overtly discouraging parent-initiated communication beyond Personalised
Planning meetings, tended to take a more formal approach to discussions regarding adjustments.
This appeared to have the effect of inhibiting parent and student agency. While Mrs W was
responsive to queries about school-based matters, she did not take a direct role in educating
parents about the often abstruse language of curriculum. Ill-equipped with a knowledge of
curriculum imperatives, the St Perpetua parents were more reliant on the Learning Support
Coordinator to make decisions about adjustments for their children than their St Casimir
counterparts.

9.3

How do parents influence outcomes, develop relationships and
exercise agency in family-school collaborations aimed at designing
and implementing “reasonable adjustments” for students with
disability in high schools? (Research sub-question 2)

The five Case Studies underscored a diversity in the extent and nature of the influence exercised
by parent participants on collaborative outcomes and collaborative relationships. Each parent
brought to the collaborative relationship their own perspective on secondary education in general
and, more specifically, on the culture of the school in which their child was enrolled. These
perspectives were informed by their own educational experiences, their familiarity with school
and system processes and their understanding of the learning progress and level of comfort of
their child. The confidence with which the parents approached the schools with a query or
concern was also a factor that helped shape collaborative relationships and the fruits of
collaborations. This confidence was either bolstered or hindered by interaction (or lack of
interaction) with school representatives.
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Of all the parent participants Noel and Karen appeared to be the only ones to have ongoing
contact with the school (St Perpetua’s) outside of the collaborative planning process. In the first
interview Noel announced that he and Karen were members of the P & F (Parents and Friends
Association) and that the family regularly participated in school Working Bees (SP:CF:1). Noel
pointed out that these types of contacts provided an opportunity to “get to know the principal”
(SP:CF:3) and other parents. However, the couple’s deliberate investment of time into the St
Perpetua’s community yielded a less satisfactory outcome in terms of building relationships than
a similar investment of time in their younger children’s primary school. Noel attributed the
difference to it being “harder in high school because your student has got several teachers”
(SP:CF:3). Despite infrequent school-initiated contact (“unless there was something that has to
be sorted out straight away” (SP:CF:3)) Noel and Karen appreciated the opportunity the
Personalised Planning process presented to discuss Crystal’s progress and raise concerns. This
appreciation seemed to be nurtured by Noel’s comparisons to his own high school experiences
when both of his parents “never ever came to school” and did not provide any "input in the
school whatsoever” (SP:CF:3).
Harrison’s parents, Melanie and Greg, also seemed to be satisfied with contact between them and
St Perpetua’s being confined to whole school processes like Personalised Planning meetings,
parent-teacher interview days and written diary communication. Beyond these communication
mechanisms, Melanie didn’t “see the need” to contact the school regarding Harrison’s learning
needs or goals, adding that Harrison would tell them, as his parents, if the need to act was
required. Early in the research period, however, there appeared to be some reticence on the part
of Greg and Melanie to raise concerns outside formal processes. In their first interview the
couple expressed frustrations about agreed adjustments reportedly not being made for Harrison
but had waited for the formal Personalised Planning meeting before voicing their concerns. This
reluctance on the part of Melanie and Greg to draw the school’s attention to an oversight in
Harrison’s adjustment plan could be attributed, in part, to the fact that a relationship with the key
contact person, Mrs W, had not yet been established. In the early interview Greg seemed unsure
about where to target his frustrations, invoking a generic “they” to describe those responsible for
execution failures in Harrison’s plan - “they don’t .. give us much feedback”, “they don’t reset
any additional work” (SP:HF:1).

Parental scrutiny of adjustments could be positively construed as indicative of agency,
particularly when parent feedback is encouraged by the school culture. On occasion, parents at
St Casimir’s also felt cause to draw attention to flaws either in the design or the implementation
of Personalised Plans. The St Casimir’s parents appeared, however, to be less constrained by
formal meeting processes than their St Perpetua’s counterparts. Terri, for example, contacted
Mrs S via email whenever Daria had pressing academic or social concerns. Unsuitable course
electives, difficulties in peer relationships and poorly targeted assessment tasks were concerns
that were addressed expediently and effectively between formal meetings. Michelle, Elle’s
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mother, also used emails to contact Mrs S with concerns. She relied on Mrs S’s capacity to liaise
with her peers in order to facilitate the necessary refinements to Elle’s adjustment plan as Mrs S
promptly distributed emails to “whoever needed to know straight away” (SC:EM:1).

What united all parents in the study was their desire to provide their children with opportunities
that approximated a “regular” or “mainstream” learning path while advocating for supports and
adjustments that would protect the young people from the frustrations and anxiety of reaching for
curriculum goals that were beyond their capacity. All parents involved in the research grappled
with how they might determine the tipping point where learning tasks ceased to be “challenging”
for their children and became inaccessible. They all seemed to be vigilant to signs of increasing
discomfort and anxiety. For example, Tania spoke of the difficulty faced by parents and teachers
in determining how and when to support a student’s desire to “fit in” academically with peers
while keeping alive the option of supports that would lead to learning growth. She valued her
daughter’s perspective but felt compelled to advocate for flexible options regarding adjustments
to instruction and assessment because Daria’s comprehension difficulties were such that “she
may get it today and tomorrow she may not get it” (SC:AM:1). Terri, having opted for Daria to
undertake Life Skills outcomes, still expressed the desire for her to achieve these outcomes in the
context of regular classes and was encouraged by Mrs S’s assurance that “anything can be
adapted to her abilities” (SC:DM:1). It was apparent in all of Terri’s interviews that while she
wanted Daria to be “happy with what she’s doing”, she accepted that her daughter would
experience academic and social challenges that would take her outside her comfort zone. Terri
was also well aware that Daria also would need to learn that in “the reality of the world” …
“you don’t get what you want straight away” (SC:DM:2).

The differing understandings among the parents of curriculum requirements and constraints as
well as community supports influenced their capacity to exercise their agency. Melanie and
Greg, for example, had steered Harrison’s older sisters through high school, albeit from the
perspective of parents of students without disability, and so had a solid grasp of what they might
expect from St Perpetua’s. Their familiarity with the high school curriculum extended to a
knowledge of what an assessment task without the required adjustments looked like and so they
were able to discern when a task had not been adjusted to accommodate Harrison's skill level
(SP:HF:1). Armed with this knowledge Greg, in particular, provided feedback to the school
about what kinds of adjustments he wanted to see for Harrison in the future. This kind of
communication was a clear demonstration of agency in that it reconfirmed the role of parental
input into decisions regarding appropriate adjustments. On balance, however, Greg and
Melanie’s experience of high school operations led them to a point of satisfaction with how the
school catered for Harrison’s learning needs – “we don’t really have a lot of concerns”
(SP:HF:1).
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Compared to Greg and Melanie, both Terri and Michelle were novices when it came to
understanding high school culture but dedicated themselves to finding out about curriculum
options (for example, Life Skills outcomes, elective choices and Work Experience opportunities)
and community supports. When asked about what she would like to discuss in a future
Personalised Planning meeting, Terri had identified the NDIS and "job training". Similarly,
Michelle was continually researching curriculum options and drawing Mrs S into discussions
regarding pre-vocational planning including the possibility of Elle doing an in-school traineeship
in Childcare (SC:EM:3). In seeking out information regarding appropriate curriculum and postschool options for their daughters, Terri and Michelle were building for themselves a knowledgebase to buttress their agency as they looked forward to future collaborations around significant
decisions.

For all parents involved in the research, one of the most salient issues of Personalised Planning
was how family and school could work together to support their children on the path from school
to post-school. It was around this topic that parents exercised their agency most conspicuously.
The extent to which this issue was prioritised by parents was exemplified by Noel’s persistence
in trying to enlist Mrs W in securing a casual job for Crystal’s work experience and his frequent
declarations of what he considered to be one of the key objectives of Personalised Planning
meetings, “[Crystal’s] life after school .. you know .. trying to get her into something where she’s
.. you know [in] her niche” (SP:CF:1). Michelle was also proactive in elevating the priority of
post-school planning in the context of Personalised Planning meetings. Despite the fact that Elle
was just completing Year 8 at the time of the first interview set, it was clear that Michelle was
preoccupied by what she saw to be an issue of significance for her daughter. Michelle connected
the creation of clear post-school goals (and associated curriculum planning) with the alleviation
of anxiety for both Elle and her family - “It puts her mind at ease knowing – ‘I know where I’m
going … I’ve got a pathway to follow and I don’t need to stress out so much’” (SC:EM:1). Terri
also saw post-school planning as a more urgent priority than many parents of Daria’s age peers
without disability. By her third interview it was apparent that Terri had been in frequent
communication with Mrs S about the need to secure Work Experience for Daria “because she’s
approaching fifteen so we want to get some sort of plan in place” (SC:DM:3). Securing work
experience at an earlier age than the year-level cohorts of their children factored into post-school
planning priorities for the majority of parent participants (Melanie and Greg were less assertive
about this option than the other parents in the study). This may have put the families at odds
with regular school systems and practices (St Casimir’s and St Perpetua’s offer workplace
learning opportunities from Year 10) and presented Learning Support Coordinators with
planning challenges outside their usual role responsibilities. At both schools, Careers Advisors
had not been directly involved in Personalised Planning meetings, placing the onus on Mrs S and
Mrs W to act in this capacity by default.
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Another unifying factor was the fact that, while they were at different points in their agentic
development, the parents were not novices in the family-school collaborative journey. Being
parents of high school students each had some experience of the Personalised Planning process.
The cumulative effects of these collaborations with various school personnel regarding
adjustments for their children may well have affected the agency of the parents. Their prior
collaborative experiences will have positioned them on a continuum from advocacy and
optimism to cynicism, exhaustion and resignation. Porter (2008, p.79) refers to this as the “wear
and tear” effect. There was certainly evidence of the “wear and tear” effect in some of the parent
responses, particularly those that dealt with having to draw attention to homework expectations
or assessments that were not adjusted to a level that would facilitate access for their child.
Mitigating this effect, however, was the reassurance all parents expressed in having a schoolbased negotiator in the form of a Learning Support Coordinator mediating with other teachers
about issues related to adjustments.

When the collaborative experience of parents at the two schools is compared, it is evident that
the St Casimir's parents, irrespective of their relative familiarity with school culture and
curriculum issues, were more at ease in expressing agency than the St Perpetua's parents.
Parents at both schools were concerned about how the implementation of adjustments would
impact on either their child's self-image or learning trajectory. An issue that encouraged the
expression of agency in all parents was post-school planning. This topic was of such a high
priority to parents that they felt compelled to regularly initiate discussions related to work
readiness, work experience of post-school pathways. In this study, however, parents did not
overtly make the connection between the attainment of self-determination skills in their children
and their preparedness for life beyond school.

9.4

How do students with disability participating in family-school
collaborations exercise agency in the design and implementation of
“reasonable adjustments”? (Research sub-question 3)

Cumulative evidence from the interviews of the student participants and those of their parents
and teachers would suggest that while students participated in Personalised Planning meetings to
varying degrees (and with correspondingly diverse measures of agency), their most effective
agency was demonstrated between meetings in interactions with their parents. Their parents then
assumed proxy roles within family-school collaborations such as those undertaken in
Personalised Planning meetings. Of course, without further research, it is difficult to discern the
extent to which, in interactions between parent and child, the agency of one was influenced by
the other. Due to the fact that their children possess limited skills in the areas of comprehension
and expression, parents in this research were compelled to interpret verbal and behavioural
information received from their children. They then filtered this information through the
membrane of their own knowledge, values, experiences and aspirations for their children. How
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this filtering process might have impinged upon the agency of their children is a matter for
conjecture.

Of all student participants, Daria and Crystal appeared to be the most disenfranchised from
formal Personalised Planning meetings. Daria saw the meetings as the context for her mother
and Mrs S to discuss her progress and make decisions about her learning pathway. She saw
herself as being peripheral to the process, as being the one for whom plans were made and
information given. It was clear, however, that Daria possessed preferences and opinions and that
she communicated these to Terri between meetings. Daria’s opinions were mostly about what
was “too hard” in the classroom and the playground (SC:D:1) and she deferred to Terri and Mrs
S to negotiate adjustments that would afford her more comfort as she swam the waters of the
mainstream (albeit while undertaking alternative syllabus outcomes). Crystal also played a
passive role in Personalised Planning meetings. While she was able to articulate what was
discussed in the meetings she deferred to her parents and Mrs W to take decisions about
everything from her pattern of studies to her work experience placements. Like Daria, Crystal’s
most effective expression of agency was when she voiced her frustration to her parents about not
“getting it” (SP:C:2), not understanding the coursework she was undertaking.

Harrison was also accustomed to playing minor roles in Personalised Planning meetings. In
Harrison’s case, he saw the meetings as a painful reminder of “difference”, a forum for “telling
the teachers things that you don’t really want them to know” like whether or not adjustments in
the form of modifications to learning materials or the deployment of additional personnel support
are welcomed (SP:H:1). He appeared resigned to the fact that personalised planning would take
place and that his parents and Mrs W would devise some kind of plan for him to get through
school. When asked what he would like to talk about in a Personalised Plan meeting, he
responded, “I really don’t care” (SP:H:2). While Harrison opted out of much of the formal
personalised planning process, like Daria, it was obvious that he exercised agency through how
he responded to the adjustments put in place for him and how he communicated his opinions to
his parents. He was pleased with the outcome of his final Personalised Planning meeting in the
research period because his parents and Mrs W had negotiated a plan where “there’s going to be
heaps of support in nearly every class” (SP:H:3).

Elle and Alecia expressed agency both in the context of Personalised Planning meetings and
outside of them. Elle, for example, was able to connect a negotiated adjustment with its intended
outcome, recognising that the adjustment of no homework program meant that she wouldn’t “be
as frustrated at home with [her] homework” (SC:E:1). This recognition equated to buy-in to the
planned adjustment. She also felt comfortable in renegotiating adjustments, like “dropping”
reading tutorials (SC:E:2). Similarly, Alecia was able to express opinions to both Mrs S and her
parents about the subjects in which she would like to receive personalised adjustments to
instruction and assessments and the ones in which she felt she could cope with adjustments made
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within quality differentiated teaching practice (SC:A:1). It was when difficulties arose within
classroom or social contexts that both girls enlisted their parents to approach Mrs S to recalibrate existing arrangements - changes to elective subjects, increases to the level of support in
certain classes or extra tutorials.
Before each student’s second Personalised Planning meeting, the Learning Support Coordinators
introduced the students to the My Support Plan Scaffold. To varying degrees, the use of the My
Support Plan scaffold supported the agency of student participants by providing a visual
reference for their concerns, priorities or opinions. It had the most utility for the students with
more significant comprehension and verbal expression difficulties, namely, Daria, Crystal and
Harrison. In discussions with Mrs W prior to the Personalised Planning meeting, Crystal, for
example, used the tool to identify “money skills” as an area in which she required the most
support. This may well have been because there was a great deal of discussion in previous
Personalised Planning meetings between her parents and Mrs W about securing shifts for Crystal
at the local supermarket. Nonetheless, the My Support Plan scaffold offered an avenue for
Crystal to confirm that she shared the priority of her parents regarding the acquisition of this prevocational skill. Crystal also used the tool to identify “telling the time” and “getting started” as
areas where she required significant support. Evidence from the interviews of Mrs W, Noel and
Karen suggested that these were not significant themes in Personalised Planning meetings.

Like Crystal, Harrison did not contribute lengthy verbal responses when interviewed. After
being shown the My Support Plan scaffold prior to his second Personalised Planning meeting
and provided with an explanation of how to use it, Harrison took the tool into the meeting.
Referring to the scaffold in the context of the meeting, he was able to convey his priorities for
support. He discerned that he needed the most help with Writing and Mathematics, a little help
with taking turns, money skills and getting organised and no support for Design and Technology.
As previously discussed, Daria’s use of the My Support Plan scaffold alerted Mrs S and Terri to
Daria’s perception of her own level of anxiety. This revelation led to a change of focus in one of
her Personalised Planning meetings.

While both Elle and Alecia used the My Support Plan scaffold they did not rely on the tool to
identify or articulate concerns or priorities. A customised pre-meeting checklist, or involvement
in the drafting of a meeting agenda may have been more useful in bolstering the agency of these
participants in the context of their Personalised Planning meetings. The effectiveness of a range
of customisable tools and processes to encourage student agency in personalised planning could
be the subject of further research, particularly in view of the increasing numbers of family-school
collaborations driven by the NCCD.

While the agency of the five students was affected to greater and lesser degrees by cognitive
capacity, disposition and opportunity, it was apparent that all students relied on their parents to

167

communicate issues of importance in Personalised Planning meetings. Neither school had
developed programs to explicitly teach the students the skills of self-determination they required
to participate independently in their own Personalised Planning meetings. Hence their agency
was not fortified by skills acquisition, the provision of time to prepare or rehearse or the
availability of visual tools to scaffold meeting contributions.

9.5

How are barriers to collaboration (if present) identified and
addressed? (Research sub-question 4)

The widely-held view of participants in this study was that barriers to collaboration either did not
exist or were largely systemic in nature, such as time constraints or difficulties in providing
casual relief to allow teachers to attend meetings. These subjective perspectives are at odds with
the data analysis. In all five case studies, when asked directly, parent participants could not
identify any barriers to collaborations between home and school. From analysing the data,
however, it was evident that several collaborative barriers did exist. For example, the fact that
family-school collaborations were mediated solely through the Learning Support Coordinators
restricted the interface between families and other school staff. This would have limited the
opportunity for parents to access other perspectives and contributed to the shaping of perceptions
as to what constituted family-school collaboration, perceptions that had the effect of restraining
parents’ agency. Further, it was also apparent upon analysis of some the data that inequities
between the home and school existed in some of the family-school relationships. There was an
unquestioning deference, for example, in Noel’s approach to communication with the school. He
seemed resigned to the fact that his default role would be one of responder rather than initiator “if the school ring’s up .. wants to see us .. we will be here” (SP:CF:3).

Apart from enlisting Mrs W's help in trying to secure more shifts for Crystal in her casual job,
Noel and Karen did not volunteer suggestions about the type or level of adjustments that might
be beneficial to Crystal. As Noel's quote suggests, the pair were eager to help their daughter but
looked to the school for direction as to how to achieve this. It was apparent that Noel and
Karen's lack of knowledge of school culture amounted to a collaborative barrier in that they
could not engage with the school using the language intrinsic to the school culture, nor could
they draw on a knowledge of available curriculum and support options to fully participate in
shaping appropriate adjustments for Crystal.
Further, Mrs W pointed to parental disability, “the parents’ themselves ability to comprehend
what’s going on” (SP:CT:3), as a possible barrier to collaboration. The inference in Mrs W's
quote is that she adjusted her communication with Noel and Karen to accommodate for the
functional impact of the couple's imputed cognitive impairment. This placed Mrs W in the
position primary arbiter of adjustments for both Crystal and her parents, amplifying the power
differential between home and school.
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The perception on the part of the parents of the two learning support coordinators as troubleshooters and interpreters of school culture was a theme of several interviews. Mrs S was often
relied upon to act as conduit between family and school in relaying information to and from
various teachers and Mrs W delivered suggestions about school-based programs for parents to
accept or reject. Positioned in this way within the collaborative relationships with parents, both
Learning Support Coordinators played dominant roles in introducing options to the parents
around supports, adjustments and curriculum pathways. The centrality of Learning Support
Coordinators in family-school collaborations about adjustments for students with disability did
not in and of itself constitute a barrier to collaborations between families and subject teachers.
However, as alluded to below, school practice at both sites dictated that the Learning Support
Coordinators became the default school representatives when dealing with families of students
with disability. This could be seen as a barrier to broader collaborations and was also not
supportive of parents' agency.

For their part, the Learning Support Coordinators, Mrs S and Mrs W, reported on their mixed
experiences in terms of barriers to collaboration. On the one hand, in terms of achieving the
overall aim of arriving at agreed adjustments, they were largely satisfied with their collaborations
with the five families involved in this research. On the other hand, they expressed frustrations
with systemic barriers that suppressed opportunities for improving family-school collaborations
for the quantum of students identified through the NCCD process, namely, lack of time and
logistic difficulties in releasing subject teachers to attend Personalised Planning meetings.

To conclude, while parent and teacher participants identified few specific barriers to familyschool collaborations, barriers became apparent when data from the interviews was analysed. It
was evident that barriers impacted on the collaborations featured in this research, including a
lack of opportunity for subject teachers to participate in the process, a lack of time to ensure
quality collaborations and a lack of understanding of school systems on the part of some
families. These factors contributed to diminished development of agency in parents. Given that
the participants in this study did not indicate any barriers to collaboration and there was no
apparent external oversight of the collaborative process, there is little prospect of such barriers
being addressed in the short term. The findings from this research would inform any review of
current collaborative practices.
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Chapter 10
Discussion and Conclusion
This chapter summarises and further discusses the findings of this research. The principle aim of
the study was to examine how participants in collaborations involving students with disability,
parents and teachers perceive their own agency in the context of those collaborations.
Throughout the course of the research it became apparent that the perceptions of the participants
were influenced by a number of factors including the disposition of each participant and how this
had been shaped by previous collaborative experiences, or lack thereof; the strength of the
relationship between parents and Learning Support Coordinators; and the extent to which the
agency of parents and students was intentionally supported in formal and informal collaborative
experiences. In this chapter a reference point is established regarding what constitutes effective
family-school collaborations, referred to by Epstein (1995) as partnerships. The chapter also
summarises factors that may hinder the development of sound collaborative relationships. In
particular, there is a focus on how systems and practices that profess to support collaborations
may have a dampening effect on participant agency. Finally, recommendations are made for
developing the agency of students involved in Personalised Planning meetings through an
emphasis on goals and programs that foster skills of self-determination.

10.1

Collaborative Relationships and Agency

The premise upon which this research is based is that expressions of agency by all participants in
family-school interactions are most effectively fostered in collaborative relationships based on
egalitarian rather than hierarchical principles (Rodrigues, Campos, Chaves & Martins, 2015).
The family and the school represent primary environmental influences on the learning and
development of children (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Epstein, 2010). Indeed, Bronfrenbrenner’s
(1979) ecological model sheds light not only on the significance of both these environments on
the developing child but also on the multiple interactions that occur across these contexts. It
follows that collaborations between families and schools centred on improving learning
outcomes for students with particular learning needs should yield positive results. This research
revealed that positive collaborative outcomes are at least partially contingent upon the quality of
the family-school relationship. It demonstrated that opportunities to improve outcomes for
students may be lost where there is dissonance between the goals of families and those of school
representatives or when difficulties exist in the relationship between the parties (Ludicke &
Kortman, 2012). A shared understanding of the nature and purpose of the collaborative
relationship is the starting point for effective family-school collaborations. Epstein (1995)
characterises such relationships as non-hierarchical “partnerships”:

Partners recognise their shared interests in and responsibilities for children, and they
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work together to create better programs and opportunities for students” (p. 701).
The reality of family-school collaborations may not match Epstein’s partnership model.

Evidence from this research suggests that a number of factors conspire to make the relationship
between parents and teachers something other than one between equals. For example, despite
their willingness to engage in the Parents and Friends Association and regular working bees, and
their assessment of St Perpetua’s as a “very, very comfortable environment”, Crystal’s parents,
Noel and Karen, remained deferential in all exchanges with Mrs W. While they enthusiastically
participated in Personalised Planning meetings, Noel and Karen took their cues from Mrs W
about the appropriateness of a Life Skills pattern of study, the level of support Crystal required in
class and the strategy of registering Crystal to participate in “taster days” organised by Disability
Service Providers rather than Work Experience in open employment. Daria’s mother, Terri, also
relied on her school contact, Mrs S when making decisions for Daria. For example, she accepted
Mrs S’s recommendations regarding Daria’s pattern of studies at St Casimir’s, the types of postschool options that Daria might be able to access and the types of adjustments that would
enhance Daria’s access to the curriculum. In both the cases described above, the teachers’
privileged position in relation to knowledge of school systems and the curriculum contributed to
them being perceived as experts in the eyes of parent collaborators. While this perception was
well-founded as it applied to school and curriculum related issues, it contributed to a dynamic
where the Learning Support Coordinators took the lead in collaborations about educational and
vocational trajectories. For their part, Learning Support Coordinators, under pressure of time
constraints, tended to steer discussions in practical directions in order to expedite decisions.
Hence, opportunities for exploring and utilizing the funds of knowledge (González, 2005) that
resided in the households of the families in this study were not fully realized and the weight of
pedagogical construction fell on school personnel.
Another factor that contributed to the undermining of the “partnership” status of the familyschool relationships featured in this study was the fact that the timing and agenda of the
Personalised Planning meetings prioritised school compliance considerations over parent
concerns. While parents often tabled concerns at or between the meetings, for example,
Harrison’s parents pointed to Harrison receiving assessment tasks that had not been appropriately
adjusted and Daria’s mother, Terri, lobbied for a change in electives, the Learning Support
Coordinators took on the responsibility of solving problems outside the context of the meeting.
Hence opportunities to jointly solve problems, to co-opt teachers who may have more knowledge
of the problems into the Personalised Planning meeting or to link solutions to the achievement of
shared goals was lost. Shared goal-setting did not appear to be undertaken in any formal way
during the Personalised Planning meetings referenced in this research. Indeed, the purpose of the
Personalised Planning meeting appeared to be more about retro-fitting adjustments to facilitate
student access to the curriculum and school activities than it was about encouraging student
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agency and self-determination (Chou et.al, 2017; Shogren et.al, 2014; Wehmeyer & Arbery,
2013; Wehmeyer, 2014). A short term approach to personalized planning undermines the
possibilities for the incremental consolidation of the agentive capacity of students elucidated in
Mckenzie’s (2013) description of a dynamic conception of intellectual disability where
competence is built through social interaction.

In organising and facilitating Personalised Planning meetings it was apparent that Learning
Support Coordinators felt the burden of compliance imperatives. During the research period a
timeline for NCCD activities (2019 f) was released which included guidance for schools as to
when formal collaborative planning meetings with students and parents should ideally take place,
that being term one of each school year. While suggesting some tips for conducting such
collaborations the guidance offered in the NCCD portal does not make recommendations about
how the student voice should be supported or a suggested sequence for the development of skills
related to self-determination.

10.2

Results - A Case for Increased Focus on Agency and SelfDetermination Skills

According to Shogren et.al (2015, p.256) the development of human agency involves an
organismic process that sees the person engage “in self-regulated and goal-directed action” in
response to environmental and social challenges. It is agency that determines whether a person
is completely at the mercy of external influences or can act in a self-determined way. In the case
of students with intellectual disability, the opportunities to engage in self-regulated and goaldirected action are fewer than those afforded to their peers. It follows that when students with
intellectual disability are presented with a vehicle for exercising agency, for example, the
Personalised Planning meeting, intentional measures should be taken to support their selfregulated and goal-directed actions in this context.

Moreover, if the agency of a student is hampered by poorly developed self-determination skills
like decision making, problem solving, self advocacy, choice making, self-management or selfawareness, these should be the focus of programming. Findings in this study support the case for
the implementation of programs targeting the development of self-determination skills students
with intellectual disability. Aspects of Daria’s case corroborate the exhortation of Shogren et.al
(2014) for a need for schools to implement a sequenced program of self-determination
instruction, with a view to equipping students with disability with skills to enter the post-school
world. Daria exhibited poorly developed self-determination skills. Her deference to her mother
and her teachers with regard to making decisions about her learning appeared to be reinforced by
the Personalised Planning process. Both her mother and Mrs S were highly responsive proxies
for Daria outside the Personalised Planning meeting but the formality and agenda of the meeting
itself alienated Daria. Her comprehension difficulties were not adequately catered for in the
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intensely aural environment of the meeting, leaving her in the position of being spoken about
unless directly drawn into discussions by one or both of the other participants. Daria’s interview
responses confirm that she did not value her own contributions to the meetings as highly as those
of her mother and her teacher (“They decide what’s best for me” (SC:D:1)). The fact that Daria
had not regularly attended Personalised Planning meetings in her primary school may have also
contributed to underdeveloped skills of self-determination. As noted by Shogren et. al. (2014) in
order to intentionally foster the development of self-determined behaviours in students,
"opportunities must be provided in environments that lead to enhancements in student selfdetermination (p.441)".

The Personalised Planning meeting could constitute an opportunity for the practice of selfdetermination skills and the expression of agency but, as is the case in other learning
environments, personalised adjustments would be required to support skills development. Daria,
for example, appeared to respond well to the visual cues featured in the My Support Plan tool.
The inclusion of this type of scaffold with time for prompting and additional instruction, either in
the context of the meeting or before the formal meeting, may well have afforded Daria more
agency in the design of her adjustments. Additionally, the inclusion of the student in scaffolded
goal-setting and goal review, as either features of or adjuncts to Personalised Planning meetings,
would contribute to the attainment or approximation of this self-determination sub-skill over
time. Were such activities to be included in a sequenced program of self-determination
instruction, appropriate methods for evaluating the development of self-determination could be
employed. Studies including those of Wehmeyer (2001) and Verdugo, Vicente, FernándezPulido, Gómez-Vela, Wehmeyer and Guillén (2015) have proposed that students with disability
could take the lead in evaluative processes, further contributing to the development and
expression of agency.
Evidence from Harrison’s case study suggests that he would have also benefited from an
intentional approach to the promotion of self-determination skills. While Personalised Planning
meetings were an opportunity for him to offer his opinions, the impact of his contributions may
have been amplified had he been provided time to focus on and rehearse his ideas prior to the
meetings. To summarise Harrison’s stated preferences - if he needed help, he would ask for it;
and, he preferred to work on more vocationally-oriented topics and activities that interested him.
Outside the context of the meetings, Harrison tended to externalise his frustration with academic
barriers and instructional content that failed his relevance test. Although Harrison was pursuing
a Life Skills pattern of studies that ostensibly required his teachers to make pedagogical
decisions based on his needs, strengths, goals, interests and prior learning (NESA, 2019 g),
evidence from interviews with Harrison and his parents suggested that Harrison’s strengths,
goals and interests did not significantly influence programming and instruction.

The subject choice available to Harrison had an academic rather than vocational flavour. The
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broad content areas and instructional pattern that constituted Harrison’s academic program did
not differ significantly from his peers. The fact that Harrison was unable to exercise real choice
in determining the direction of his studies as he entered his final years of schooling seemed to
have a dampening effect on his level of engagement and may well have undermined his agency.
Extending opportunities for Harrison to make meaningful choices may have bolstered his
capacity for self-determination as researchers Southward and Kyzar describe –
Embedding choice by taking into consideration the individual’s strengths, needs,
preferences, vision, and available resources increases ownership, self-determination,
and motivation to pursue goals which the student helped to develop (Southward &
Kyzar, 2017, p. 34).

For Harrison, school was something to be endured before he could pursue his career choice of
earthmoving. Throughout the data collection period of this research there was no reported
enlistment of careers advice or programmed pre-vocational skills focussed on Harrison’s career
goal other than personalised interventions in money skills and time-telling. In the offering of
these interventions, Harrison was only peripherally involved in goal-setting insofar as he could
take up the option or leave it.
Harrison’s case reveals how limited flexibility in subject choice, programming for post-school
transition and intentional opportunities for goal-setting and choice-making can have a stifling
effect on motivation and self-determination in students with intellectual disability. This case as
well as the work of Leonard, Foley, Pikora, Bourke, Wong, McPherson, Lennox and Downs
(2016) highlights the need for further research into approaches taken in Australian high schools
to support curriculum flexibility, post-school planning and the implementation of choice-making
strategies for students with intellectual disability. As Leonard et.al identify, while there have
been considerable advances in the development of pre-employment programs, social skills and
functional training programs in recent years, the widespread translation of these into “schools
and services requires attention” (Leonard et.al. 2016, p. 1379).

Like Harrison, Crystal, demonstrated limited self-efficacy in the context of her interviews. She
seemed to have absorbed the message that if she didn’t put up her hand and ask for help in class,
she was not deserving of teacher attention. It was apparent that Crystal’s acceptance of whatever
was decided “in her best interest” had been reinforced by planning processes where she was
often a witness but rarely a decision-maker. The approaching conclusion to her school years
threw her poor self-efficacy into sharp relief. As noted by Myklebust (2007).

Self-efficacy is one of the most pervading mechanisms of human agency, because
unless persons think they can achieve desired results by their actions, they have no
incentive to act when they face hardships (p. 228).
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For students with significant comprehension difficulties like Crystal, the intrinsically aural
environment of the Personalised Planning meeting does not afford opportunities for self-efficacy.
Inclusion and agency in such circumstances may come down to a “take it or leave it” choice (the
implications of which may or may not be understood) where the student is presented with
prospective adjustments that have been heavily edited by others. More research is required into
the use of appropriate tools, employed before and/or during collaborative discussions, to support
students with intellectual disability in decision-making and goal-setting that affects their learning
and vocational trajectories.

In order for students with disability to exercise skills of self-determination, they need to be
confident that their choices will not place them at odds with the prevailing school culture
(Shogren, Wehmeyer, Palmer, Forber-Pratt, Little & Lopez, 2015). It is, therefore, important
that programs targeting self-determination skills be introduced in schools where diversity and
inclusion are firmly embedded. Elle’s case study demonstrates this premise. While recognising
her need for adjustments to instruction, content and assessment, Elle was acutely sensitive to
how the delivery of these adjustments might send a message of “difference” to her peers. Elle’s
perception of adjustments as being one part of a binary equation - “adjustments” or
“mainstream” - runs counter to key messages contained in the Australian Curriculum and the
NESA syllabuses that point to more flexibility in curriculum options. Nonetheless, Elle saw
adjustments as potentially stigmatising, a position that tended to galvanise her in Personalised
Planning meetings. She expressed her opinion freely about the types of supports and
adjustments available to her even when her opinion ran counter to the views of her mother and
Mrs S.

Recent research by Beld, Van den Heuvel, van der Helm, Kuiper, de Swart, Roest and Stams
(2019) into the interplay between positive classroom climate and the perception of social
exclusion in students with disability found that “positive classroom climate proved to be
associated with a reduction of both perceived exclusion ... and externalising behaviour problems”
(p.131). The research did not draw any conclusions about how classroom climate might impact
on internalising behaviours, like withdrawal or somatic complaints in students with disability.
All three participants in Elle’s collaborative cluster highlighted her tendency towards anxious,
internalising behaviour. The exploration of how perceptions of difference in students with
disability contribute to internalising behaviours would seem to be an area ripe for research,
particularly in high schools without discrete special education classes where the rhetoric of
“mainstream” and “adjusted” may become cemented in the school lexicon as a form of
shorthand.

Like Elle, Alecia found it difficult to buy into adjustments she perceived to be conspicuous and
therefore potentially socially alienating. She was particularly conflicted about accepting help
from School Support Officers. In the context of her Personalised Planning meetings Alecia
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could be articulate about preferred and non-preferred adjustments (like additional support from
School Support Officers) but her opinions tended to vary over time in response to influences
such as how overwhelmed she felt with the academic load or her father’s inclination towards the
mainstream. Alecia’s ambivalence towards fixed adjustments meant that Mrs S was challenged
to organise flexible adjustments for Alecia, the success of these arrangements being dependent
on the adaptability of Alecia’s subject teachers.
The fact that Alecia’s changing perspectives regarding adjustments were apparent to her parents
and to Mrs S provides evidence of her agency. It also reveals a potential area for further research
- the extent to which School Support Officer support is relied on as an adjustment for students
with disability in Australian high schools. The recent work of Webster and Blanchard (2019) in
the UK points to a growing reliance on Teacher Assistants (School Support Officers) (79,000 in
2000 to 265,600 in 2016) and warns that “TAs should be part of a wider, more balanced and
coherent, set of responses to meeting the needs of pupils with high-level Special Educational
Needs and Disability – not the default setting” (p. 110).

In summary, the findings of this research support the need for programmed intervention to foster
skills of self-determination in students with intellectual disability (Shogren et. al. 2015). With
enhanced skills in goal-setting, problem-solving and self-advocacy these students will be better
equipped to articulate their choices and opinions in the context of Personalised Planning
meetings. This exercise of agency will be further buttressed if students feel confident that their
choices and opinions will inform adjustments and that these adjustments will be viewed as part
of the fabric of a diverse and inclusive school culture.

10.3

Practical Significance and Recommendations

In recent years the introduction of the NCCD has seen the number of collaborations between
families and schools grow exponentially. While there are tools available to schools for gathering
evidence about the implementation, moderation and review of adjustments for students with
disability , there is little professional learning currently being offered to teachers to develop skills
in fostering authentic collaborations with parents and students (Saltmarsh, Barr & Chapman,
2015). Throughout the data collection period of this research, the two Learning Support
Coordinators were not provided with opportunities for professional learning in this area.
Whatever skills the two women developed were largely a result of time spent engaged in familyschool collaborations. Such training is essential if these types of collaborations are to continue to
underpin NCCD processes and contribute to the fostering of family-school relationships
consistent with Epstein's model.

Dally and Dempsey (2015) argued that if the goals of inclusive education are to be met in
Australian schools, an additional set of professional standards for special educators/Learning
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Support Coordinators should be instituted, aligned with the Australian Professional Standards for
Teachers. Since special educators/Learning Support Coordinators are central to collaborations
regarding the negotiation of adjustments with families and the shaping, implementation and
review of adjustments with teaching colleagues, an instrument for defining an essential set of
skills and knowledge for this key role would be of paramount importance in buttrussing current
NCCD processes.

This research demonstrates the importance of sustained and responsive communication between
families and key school personnel in contributing to the development of authentic collaborative
relationships. The availability of Mrs S to the St Casimir’s parents signalled to them that their
concerns and contributions were taken seriously and acted upon. While formal meetings were an
important part of the collaborative process, they were by no means the only instrument used in
establishing and calibrating adjustments. By contrast, Mrs W had fewer interactions with the St
Perpetua’s families. Her more formalised approach yielded outcomes that were less sensitive to
changing family and student priorities. There is no evidence to suggest that the types of
adjustments created for the students at St Casimir’s were any more or less effective than those
put in place for the students at St Perpetua’s. What was highlighted in the interviews with
parents from both schools was that the St Casimir’s parents felt more comfortable in expressing
agency than their St Perpetua’s counterparts.

If authentic collaborative relationships between families and schools become the norm, schools
must be prepared to change in response to parental challenges. Evidence from this research
suggests that parents with close collaborative ties to key school personnel feel empowered to
advocate for a range of personalised adjustments from substituting elective courses (the Case of
Daria), to changing work experience arrangements (the Case of Elle) to negotiating a more
flexible approach to formal assessments (the Case of Alecia). On a broader scale, with increased
agency, parents may push for more choice in courses, more flexibility in curriculum delivery,
more transparency about school resourcing, more information about school and system practices,
more attention to universal design in order to promote inclusion and more porous school to postschool options. Indeed, enhanced parental agency, such as witnessed in the St Casimir’s parents
engaged in this study, results in critical examination of school culture and may herald the end to
the “industrial” model of schooling currently entrenched in many high school settings and
identified in the 2018 Report of the Review to Achieve Educational Excellence in Australian
Schools –

The constraints include inflexibility in curriculum delivery, reporting and assessment
regimes, and tools focussed on periodic judgements of performance, rather than
continuous diagnosis of a student's learning needs and progress (Commonwealth of
Australia, 2018, p. ix).

177

A number of submissions to the review declared that the remedy for this anachronistic
educational system was a new educational model of personalised teaching and learning “based
on each child's learning needs, and informed by iterative evaluation of the impact of those
strategies” (Commonwealth of Australia, 2018, p. X). While this research supports the
recommendation of a system built on personalised learning and teaching approaches, it also
demonstrates that a great deal of groundwork to support authentic collaborative practices needs
to occur if these approaches are to have a positive impact on student outcomes. This should
begin with systems and practices that elevate the agentive role of parents beyond
“observer/informer “ status. As demonstrated in the research of Gerdes et.al (2020), enlisting
parents as co-workers in collaborations to improve outcomes for their children results in a potent
focusing of family-school resources and a deepening of the family-school partnership.

This study demonstrated that the agency of students with disability needs to be developed and
supported. Key to authentic collaborations about the creation of adjustments for students with
disability is the voice of the students themselves. If the precept, “Nothing about us without us”
(Charleton, 1998), is to be translated into practical strategies for students with intellectual
disability, a personalised approach to capturing their views about their own strengths, challenges,
interests and aspirations must be employed prior to, during and after collaborative meetings to
address any barriers to comprehension, communication and social connection. Lessons learnt in
collecting data from student participants in this research include: the need for establishing a
relationship with the student before soliciting views about their experiences; the importance of
employing the right tool to capture these views; the utility of corroborating concerns and
opinions with student-selected proxies such as parents and the imperative of allowing time for
the students to process what they have been asked and formulate a response. Depending on the
nature of the student’s cognitive impairment, the provision of time may entail weeks of
programmed individual sessions prior to Personalised Planning meetings and a similar amount of
time after Personalised Planning meetings to explain and practice the implementation of
adjustments in-situ (Shogren et.al, 2015).
Harrison’s case illustrates a gap in practice in the area of post-school planning for students with
intellectual disability. When approaching the end of high school, students with intellectual
disability accessing the NDIS are able to identify post-school goals in their NDIS support plan,
so it is important that schools work towards alignment with those goals. Indeed, Personalised
Planning in the early years of high school should involve working with students and their
families to incrementally shape a post-school trajectory and to identify programs of skill
development to support this trajectory. This will necessitate the application of a comprehensive
transition model (Cobb and Alwell, 2009) that guides schools in the co-opting of relevant school,
family and community representatives at various points in the student’s high school years. The
need for a more porous intersection between school and post-school for students with intellectual
disability together with more strategic training in personalising transition planning for high
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school Careers and Learning Support Coordinators would undoubtedly lead to improved post
school outcomes for this cohort.

A factor constraining the collaborative nature of Personalised Planning meetings featured in this
research was the logistics of organising multiple meetings for a range of students with disability
while attempting to provide the time for each encounter to be truly collaborative. Mrs W alluded
to this in the Case of Harrison when she admitted that her aim was to provide opportunities for
relationships with parents to develop over time but that she was still “trying to figure out how to
do that” (SP:TH:1). The volume of family-school collaborations generated by NCCD processes
has a potentially undermining effect on the quality of those collaborations. If the organisation
and facilitation of Personalised Planning meetings becomes the responsibility of a small number
of school personnel, such as the Learning Support Coordinator, Year Coordinator and Student
Wellbeing Coordinator, the sheer amount of collaborative meetings may reduce the process to a
box-ticking exercise, particularly if the students who are the subjects of the collaborations are not
well known to the school representatives. However, if the responsibility for Personalised
Planning is spread too thinly across a larger number of teacher “case managers” there is a risk
that a proportion of these teachers will lack the skills or expertise to conduct the process. A
prerequisite for any teacher participating in a Personalised Planning meeting is a comprehensive
knowledge of the student’s barriers to learning and participation as well as the student’s strengths
and interests. The acquisition of this knowledge base involves researching not only a student’s
academic performance but any diagnostic reports, observations and file notes made by other
school staff, and discussions with colleagues.

To avoid the excessive diversion of teachers from their core business of teaching, a degree of
triaging is required with respect to family-school collaborations. While the Levels of
Adjustment intrinsic to the NCCD (Quality Differentiated Teaching Practice, Supplementary,
Substantial and Extensive) were devised as a way of describing the frequency and intensity of
supports and adjustments provided to students with disability (NCCD, 2019 d), they can also be
used as an indicator of the frequency and intensity of family-school collaborations required to
support students at various Levels of Adjustment. Presumably, students requiring support within
a Quality Differentiated Teaching Practice Level of Adjustment will require far less intensive
collaborative planning than students with complex access needs and Extensive Levels of
Adjustment. As the NCCD establishes itself in the Australian educational landscape it is
imperative that schools devise systems that ensure that accountabilities can be achieved while at
the same time ensuring authentic family-school collaborative processes that support personalised
planning.

Another school process discussed in this study was the communication of adjustments decided in
the context of Personalised Planning meetings with the rest of the teaching and school support
staff. Both Mrs S and Mrs W expressed frustration at how the implementation of adjustments

179

can be compromised by a lack of capacity or willingness on the part of some teachers. Mrs S
also admitted to an occasional delay on her part in communicating agreed adjustments because of
the demands of holding multiple Personalised Planning meetings. While digital communication
resources were routinely used at both St Casimir’s and St Perpetua’s, there was reportedly little
time available for the amount of teacher-to-teacher professional consultations required to support
every teacher’s understanding of the functional impact of various disabilities and the types of
adjustments required to overcome barriers to learning and participation.

10.4

Limitations

While this study highlighted areas in which family-school collaborative practices could be
enhanced to support the agency of the student and parent participants in particular, because of its
small scope, it could not comprehensively address structural and cultural barriers to effective
family-school collaborations. Some parent interview responses suggested that a rigidity in
school culture and structures and a lack of point-of-need access to teachers contributed to
reduced agency but their responses fell short of identifying specific barriers to collaboration.
The parents involved in the study were largely accepting of school systems and processes and
deferential to teacher collaborators in decisions regarding supports and patterns of study. A
more focussed study canvassing barriers to parental agency in family-school collaborations may
yield evidence that could inform existing NCCD resources targeting collaborative practice.

The relatively small number of participants in this study - five students, two Learning Support
Coordinators and eight parents - and the fact that the research was conducted in two Catholic
high schools in one diocese, may have coloured the research evidence with a certain amount of
local bias. Replication of this study in other Australian jurisdictions and educational sectors
would serve to strengthen the findings of this research.

As it was based on interviews conducted after and between Personalised Planning meetings, this
research relied on participants’ perceptions and recollections of their own agency in collaborative
planning processes rather than on observations of participants within the meetings. This
highlighted differences in the capacity of various participants to recall and articulate the content
of discussions held in the Personalised Planning meetings and the role they played in discussions
and decisions. For the students, the barriers they faced in the classroom were replicated in the
meetings. These included difficulties in fully comprehending the themes and implications of
discussions, a lack of capacity to express their thoughts and a disposition of compliance and
deference to others.
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10.5

Suggestions for Further Research

As referenced in the previous chapter, this study reveals a number of relevant topics for further
research. Building on the research legacy of Wehmeyer and Shogren, the implementation of
structured programs of self-determination skills for students with disability in Australian schools
and the subsequent assessment of self-determination outcomes would seem to be a pertinent
research endeavour given the current Australian educational landscape. Any self-determination
program would feature as a key component the inclusion of the student in collaborative planning
processes leading to decisions about their own adjustments and supports. The analysis of how
self-determination outcomes intersect with increased causal agency in students with disability in
the context of Personalised Planning meetings would be a natural extension of research into the
effectiveness of self-determination programs.

Linked to a research focus on programs that bolster student self-determination in the context of
collaborative planning could be prospective research into the use of appropriate tools to elicit
student contributions. The My Support Plan image-based scaffold used in this research
demonstrated the potential utility of personalised tools for students with intellectual disability to
communicate opinions and preferences and participate in meaningful ways in collaborative
discussions dealing with goal-setting and decision-making around learning and vocational
pathways. Likewise, the tools outlined in the research of Moore and McNaught (2014),
including various scaffolds to buttress student-led IEPs, illustrate the potential for such tools to
become part of custom and practice in collaborative planning for high school students as they
approach the transition point between school and post-school. It is at this juncture that acquired
personal benefits in self-efficacy, confidence and self-determination (Howard et.al, 2010;
MCEETYA, 2008) and the attainment of pre-vocational competencies and communication skills
(Carter, Austin and Trainor, 2012, p. 51) will influence how well students traverse the bridge to
the post school world.
Elle’s case study highlighted how the attitude of some students with disability towards
adjustments designed to provide access to learning outcomes is influenced by their perception of
“otherness”. Elle pushed back on adjustments that may have provided greater access to
curriculum outcomes because she felt self-conscious about receiving those accommodations.
Research into the relationship between classroom and school cultures that promote the principles
of inclusion and diversity and the effectiveness of curriculum adjustments would be beneficial to
students with disability in mainstream school environments whose desire is to fit in rather than
stand out. Elle was particularly averse to being seen to rely on additional support in the
classroom from School Support Officers. The prevalence and effectiveness of classroom School
Support Officer (Teacher’s Aide) support for students with disability in Australian high schools
is also an area that deserves further scrutiny in light of the many decisions about supports and
adjustments being made in family-school collaborations like the ones featured in this research.
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10.6

CODA

What this study has shown is that the current system of planning adjustments for students with
disability hinges strongly on collaborations between families and schools. If students with
disability are to truly “access and participate in learning on the same basis as other students”
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2006, p.iii) every voice in family-school collaborations needs to
be heard and the agency of each participant needs to be valued and encouraged. This places an
onus on governments and education systems to resource these collaborations with time,
programs and tools of self-determination for students with disability, professional development
for teachers and guidelines for schools in supporting the agency of parents.
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Appendix 5
5.

Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form for Students
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Appendix 6
6.

Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form for Students
(Image-based)
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Appendix 7
7.

Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form for Learning
Support/Pastoral Care or Year Coordinators
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Appendix 8
8.

My Support Plan Scaffold

N.B. - Images used in association with the above scaffold should be individualised to targeted
subjects and skills relevant to the student.
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